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The system is bad, and those who suffer from it 
naturally hate the persons who administer it; and to 
this feeling, destructive of all the social ties between 
the governors and the governed, we may, in a great 
degree, attribute the recurrence of those internal 
troubles, which have for so long a period exposed 
Persia to a succession of civil wars and revolutions. 

—John Malcolm, The History of Persia 

(1829) 


» ♦ 




And holdfast, all of you together, to the cable of 
God, and do not separate. And remember Allah's 
favor unto you: how ye were enemies and He made 
friendship between your hearts so that ye became as 
brothers by His grace; and how ye were upon the 
brink of an abyss of fire, and He did save you from 
it. 


—the Qur'an, surah 111, verse 103, in 
Mohammed Marmaduke Pickthall, The 
Meaning of the Glorious Koran 



Introduction 


This book analyzes the processes of social transformation in Iran from 
the height of the countr 3 ^s power in the sixteenth and seventeenth centu¬ 
ries under the Safavid dynasty to the aftermath of the startling revolution 
that overthrew the Pahlavi monarchy in 1979. It addresses two intertwined 
central issues: how to conceptualize a changing social structure and how to 
account for the periodic social explosions that have marked the process of 
change with a record of social movements unmatched in the modem era. 
Social stmcture is approached through the prisms of class, ethnicity, and 
gender, with an emphasis on the first of these dimensions but attention to 
the salience of the others as well. A key problem that must be carefully 
explored hinges on the degree to which Iran's relations with the West (in 
the broad sense of the more industrialized nations) have, over a period of 
several centuries, shaped state, society, and economy in a distinct direction 
of dependence on the world economy and on politics in the most powerful 
countries. The interaction of these external pressures with the pre-existing 
and ongoing stmcture of Iranian society has yielded ever more complex 
social relations over time. The resulting tensions have been reflected in a 
series of protests, rebellions, revolutions, separatist movements, and coups 
that originated in the resistance of multiple sectors of the population to the 
realities of foreign control and state autocracy. The puzzle is to explain 
under what conditions such opposition has been possible and why its 
liberating potential has been so repeatedly fmstrated. The roots of an 
answer, I shall argue, lie in the complexity of Iranian social stmcture, the 
political cultures of opposition articulated by the groups involved, and the 
internal and external balances of power. The story is one of frequently 
courageous efforts to change the unequal stmctures of power, and just as 
frequent collapses of these fragile projects. It is an enormously inspiring, if 
ultimately tragic, tale. 

I attempt to go beyond the current state of the literature in several ways, 
aiming to find two somewhat different audiences in addition to the gener¬ 
ally interested reader. For Iran specialists in all the disciplines, and espe¬ 
cially historians, this study offers a s 3 mthesis of many sources over a longer 
period of time than is usually attempted, and it does this in the spirit of a 
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theoretical reinterpretation of Iranian society and its experience of social 
change. Controversies in the literature over the nature of long-term changes 
in that society and the composition of recurrent social movements are 
engaged, sifted through, and recast in light of the sociologies of develop¬ 
ment and social change. For social scientists with an interest in theoretical 
issues, I hope to establish the relevance of a particular form of dependency 
theory for a non-Latin American case and to put Iran on the "theoretical 
map" in terms of both Wallersteinian world-systems theory and neo-Marx¬ 
ist modes of production analysis. I also propose a model of Third World 
social revolutions and suggest the utility of a dialectical approach to social 
change, one that brings together economic, political, and cultural levels of 
analysis. My overarching intent then is dual: to gain insight into the subj ect 
of social change in an enormously important single case on the one hand 
and to suggest, on the other, approaches to a range of unresolved theoretical 
problems in the study of development and social movements. I leave it to 
the reader to judge the value of this enterprise. 



_ 1 _ 

A Framework for the Study of 
Social Change in Iran 

La th^orie c'est bon, mais ga n'empiche pas d'exister.... theory is all very well, but that 
does not prevent the facts from existing. 

—A saying of Jean Martin Charcot, repeated by Sigmund 
Freud, in Peter Gay, Freud. A Life for Our Time 


Introduction 

The vast social movements that swept across Iran in 1978-79 and toppled 
the shah from power through an unprecedented combination of massive 
unarmed street demonstrations, a determined general strike lasting several 
months, and a brief guerrilla uprising in February 1979 have by now 
generated a considerable body of social science literature. Both long-time 
researchers and a growing group of younger scholars have been struggling 
to come to terms with the causes, form, and timing of the revolution, as well 
as its subsequent, rather tortuous course and uncertain long-term pros¬ 
pects. Controversies have arisen as to whether (or to what degree) the 
upheaval has been an "Islamic" or a "social" revolution (or even merely a 
political change of elites); the nature of the roles played by workers, the 
urban poor, students, ulama (Muslim scholars and preachers), "old" and 
"new" middle classes of bazaar merchants and professionals, and long- 
suffering rural groups; the weight to be accorded outside factors such as 
the dependent aspects of Iran's relations with the West; and finally, the 
relative importance of political and economic versus religious and ideolog¬ 
ical variables as central explanatory dimensions. Yet the dramatic events on 
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which these questions are focused constitute only the most recent instance 
in a very long and rich history of Iranian social change, political and 
economic development and underdevelopment, and social movements. 
And an understanding of the events and resolution of the debates they have 
touched off is best not dissociated from a careful analysis of earlier cases of 
social transformation from the sixteenth century onward. This is because 
the social forces that emerged to make the revolution, and the various 
religious and political cultures and experiences that sustained them, cannot 
be adequately understood without extensive historical and sociological 
knowledge of the patterning of social change that has occurred and re¬ 
curred in Iran. 

This study focuses on the changing nature of Iran's society, state, and 
economy over a time-frame of almost five centuries and is intended to shed 
light on the principal features of the process of social change in Iran during 
this period, which has taken the general shape of a long transformation from 
pre-capitalist forms of social and economic organization to a more capitalist 
(though underdeveloped) system of production, punctuated along the way 
by social and political movements of several kinds, including tribal civil 
wars, urban rebellions, attempted social revolutions, and successful coups 
d'etat The term "social change" in this study thus covers both gradual social 
structural transformations and sudden, shorter-term social movements 
aimed at changing the distribution of power in society, as well as the 
complex relations between these processes and movements. 

There is a widespread belief within Iran that foreigners have influenced 
and indeed brought about every major change that has occurred in the 
country's modem history. Some Western historians and social scientists 
reject the dependency argument in part because it can be so easily tied to 
this seemingly "cmde" popular mythology. The present study does not 
argue that "the West caused everting" but rather that a complex and 
changing set of relations between internal and external actors and stmc- 
tures accounts in large part for the particular forms that social change has 
historically assumed in Iran. One goal is to set this record straight through 
a realistic assessment of the major role that the West has played in Iran, 
properly balanced by a full appreciation of the equally leading roles played 
by Iranian actors, who were by no means simple victims of or passive 
witnesses to their own history. On the whole, the result is to suggest the 
rational kernel underlying the popular perception, however distorted and 
exaggerated it may seem apart from this larger context A second goal is to 
show how and why this process of dependency has generated such deter¬ 
mined movements of resistance, by specifying the contradictions inherent 
in the Iranian mixture of dependent development and state autocracy, and 
the material and ideal resources available to various sectors of society that 
enabled rebellion. The fragile bases of these social movements, and the 
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factors accounting for their transformational limits, constitute a final ana¬ 
lytic puzzle. To clarify these propositions theoretically, various strands in 
the sociologies of development and social change must be critically fash¬ 
ioned into a broad and flexible framework of aniysis. 


Theories of Underdevelopment 

Developed primarily by Latin American social scientists in the mid- and 
late-1960s, dependency theory constituted a powerful critique of the then 
prevailing North American modernization perspective. Its most sophisti¬ 
cated practitioners are F. H. Cardoso and Enzo Faletto in Dependency and 
Development in Latin America.^ The preliminary definition they offer of 
dependency stresses the limits to development: "From the economic point 
of view a system is dependent when the accumulation and expansion of 
capital cannot find its essential dynamic component inside the system."^ 
This formulation points to an international economic system within which 
the various nations occupy positions of qualitatively different levels of 
power and influence. At the center the advanced industrial nations control 
the key sectors of technology and finance, an advantage that shapes the 
special forms taken by industrialization in the periphery. It should be 
stressed that "development" under these circumstances is not impossible: 
Economic growth, as measured by increased trade, rise in GNP, and indus¬ 
trialization, may occur in some Third World countries at certain points in 
time. However, these gains are generally accompanied by significant nega¬ 
tive consequences, such as inflation, imemployment, health problems, in¬ 
adequate housing and education, and the like. It is thus a dependent 
development, meaning growth within limits, advances for a minority of the 
population, and suffering for the majority. This seminal idea, with its 
coequal attention to a form of "progress" and its disadvantages, should be 
contrasted with earlier, simplistic versions of the dependency thesis such 
as that of Andr^ Gunder Frank, who felt that no development could occur 
under conditions of dependency on the advanced industrial capitalist 
powers, unless the links were disrupted during exceptional periods of 
worldwide economic crisis or war. Cardoso and Faletto's interpretation of 
the dependency paradigm, with its attention to the interaction between 
external strudmes and patterns of internal development, constitutes a 
major breakthrough in the sociological literature and provides the over¬ 
arching framework within which to locate the historical experiences of 
development and social change in Iran. Its explanatory power is consider¬ 
ably enhanced, however, by consideration of two related bodies of litera¬ 
ture—^world-system theory and modes of production analysis. 
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World-system theory, associated above all with the work of historical 
sociologist Immanuel Wallerstein on the emergence of a capitalist world 
economy in sixteenth-century Europe,^ moves the analytic focus to the level 
of a global framework, within which a dependent or underdeveloped 
capitalismis thelot of most Third Worldnations. The modem world-system, 
dominated in Wallerstein's view by a capitalist mode of production (within 
which to be sure various "modes of labor control"—debt bondage, share- 
cropping, tenancy, and eventually mostly wage labor—^were and are 
found), can be divided into a core of strong states taking the greatest part of 
the international economic surplus, a periphery of weak states that is super- 
exploited, and a semiperiphery consisting of a stratum of states exploited by 
the core yet able to profit vis-a-vis the periphery. In the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries, there was also a relatively independent external arena 
of countries and regions that were not yet an integral part of the European 
world-economy and which subsequently were incorporated into the pe¬ 
riphery,^ Wallerstein's assessment of the Third World's development pros¬ 
pects is pessimistic: Some changes can occur between the core and the 
semiperiphery (such as the decline of Spain in the seventeenth century) or 
between the semiperlphery and the periphery (consider the rise of South 
Korea and Taiwan by the 1980s). This is especially possible during periods 
of world-wide economic crisis and change. The system as a whole, how¬ 
ever—divided into core, semiperiphery, and periphery—does not change 
much, at least under capitalism. 

The world-system model has provoked a number of important criticisms 
since its original formulation in 1974.^ The most telling of these have to do 
with the definition of capitalism as an economic system only in terms of its 
exchange side, that is, markets and trade between countries; there is no 
equivalent importance attached to production relations and national inter¬ 
nal class structures. A second, related problem is the characterization of the 
entire world-economy today as capitalist, with no theoretical space for 
pre-capitalist or socialist modes of production within individual societies. 
These criticisms are justified but may be remedied by consideration of 
modes of production analysis. The irrefutable strengths of the world-system 
perspective, however, include the need to take the world-economy as the 
essential background framework for the study of Third World social change 
and its demonstration of the utility of examining long historical periods and 
the various economic phases and cycles in the history of the capitalist 
world-economy as the framework in which dependency and development 
take place. In the present case study, the emerging world-system will be 
treated as the broadest parameter out of which emanated the external forces 
to which the Iranian state, economy, and society increasingly had to re¬ 
spond after the sixteenth century. One of the tasks of the analysis will be 
to map Iran's developmental process in terms of quantitative and qualitative 
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integration into the world-system, first as part of the external arena in the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, then as a peripheral supplier of raw 
materials in the nineteenth to mid-twentieth centuries, and, finally, its 
wavering status between the periphery and semiperiphery in the post- 
Worid War II period. 

Another solution to some of the difficulties of employing the depen¬ 
dency paradigm, this time moving the analytic focus down to the inner 
worldngs of the Third World society and economy, has come in the form of 
modes of production analysis, also introduced in the 1970s.^ Useful defini¬ 
tions of the key terms "social formation" and "mode of production" can be 
found in the work of English sociologist John Taylor. He points out that 
"social formation" is the Marxist equivalent of "society as a whole," that is, 
actual historical societies in their political, economic, and socio-cultural 
aspects. The second key term, "mode of production," is a somewhat more 
abstract structure, consisting of the combination of two elements: (1) a labor 
process (or several), referring to the way(s) in which raw materials and other 
inputs are worked up into products for consumption and/or exchange (that 
is, the setting and manner in which human beings produce their goods, for 
example in a factory or a small shop, on a plantation or a plot of their own, 
and Ae techniques they use to do this), and (2) a system of relations of 
production, denoting the social arrangement (usually in distinct social 
classes) through which the various labor processes are structured to )tield 
an economic surplus (this refers to the patterns of ownership and control 
of the key means of production—such Aings as land, tools, raw materials, 
and machinery). Each different mode of production—self-sufficient village 
communes, nomadic pastoralism, slavery, feudalism, capitalism, socialism, 
and others—^is characterized by its own combination of labor process and 
relations of production.^ 

The most important insight of modes of production analysis for our 
purposes is its conceptualization of fundamental societal transitions such 
as that from feudalism to capitalism in the West, or the introduction of 
capitalism into pre-capitalist Third World social formations, in terms of "the 
articulation of two modes of production, one of which establishes its 
dominance over the other... not as a static given, but as a process, that is to 
say a combat between the two modes of production, with the confrontations 
and alliances essentially between the classes which these modes of produc¬ 
tion define."* The present study will argue that the Iranian social formation 
in the sixteenth century already consisted of a combination of more than 
one mode of production and that from the seventeenth century onwards, 
through contact with the expanding European capitalist mode of produc¬ 
tion, can be usefully analyzed as a transitional social formation in which 
several modes of production combined to produce a complex and changing 
class structure. Mapping the gradual changes in this social structure over 
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time will help us account for the types of development and social change 
that have occurred, both as a measure of structural transformation and a 
basis for assessing class coalitions on either side of social movements. 

It is important to note that class is not the only organizing principle of 
stratification systems. The impact of a decade or more of recent scholarship 
in the fields of feminist and ethnic studies has challenged neo- and post- 
Marxist analyses by drawing attention to the coequal significance of 
race/ethnicity and gender in understanding social structure. This study 
explores some of the interactions among ethnicity, gender, and class in 
Iranian social structure and social movements, both conceptually (more so 
for class, which is a disputed concept in Middle East studies) and empirically 
(to try to integrate the best insights of secondary scholarship on Iranian 
women and ethnic groups). It has only been possible to scratch the surface 
here, and much further work needs to be done in these respects. 

A central theoretical contribution of the present study is to indicate a 
solution to the problem of integrating the world-system and modes of 
production perspectives on underdevelopment into Ae dependency para¬ 
digm.^ Diagram 1.1 indicates the contribution of each of the major perspec¬ 
tives to a synthetic framework of analysis. This diagram suggests that the 
dependency paradigm provides the overarching framework for the consid¬ 
eration of the relation between the most encompassing external and the 
basic internal units of analysis—that is, the relation of the world economy 
to the social classes of a given Third World country. World-system theory 
is necessary to explain the external impulses that emanate downward from 
the core to the social formations of the periphery, while modes of produc¬ 
tion analysis is needed for an account of how these external pressures are 
mediated within the social formation itself. None of these perspectives taken 
alone can adequately account for the causes of long-term social transforma¬ 
tion. Rather, all three levels of analysis must be investigated and related to 
provide an adequate account of Third World social change and develop- 

DIAGRAM 1.1 Levels of Articulation 


Dependency Paradigm 


— World-System 
Social Formation 

I 

Modes of Production 


World-System Theory 


Modes of Production Analysis 


Social Classes 



A Framework for the Study of Social Change in Iran 


9 


ment over long periods of time. My essential point in all of this is to show 
that the three approaches complement one another, and secondly, that the 
modes of production and world-system perspectives are of great help for 
the problem of how to concretely apply the dependency paradigm. 


State and Culture in Social Change 

In moving from the sociology of developments emphasis on long-term 
processes of social transformation to the concerns of the literature on social 
movements with more explosive processes of change, we must consider two 
more key concepts—the state and cultures of opposition. Theda Skocpol has 
attempted to bring the state to center stage in the study of social revolutions 
by treating it as an autonomous structure, i.e., "a structure with a logic and 
interests of its own not necessarily equivalent to, or fused with, the interests 
of the dominant class in society or the full set of member groups in the 
polity."^° For Skocpol, the state is not just an arena of struggle among 
classes, it is a macro-structure, whose basis is a "set of administrative, 
policing, and military organizations headed, and more or less well coordi¬ 
nated by, an executive authority-''^! Thus it has the latitude to occasionally 
act against, or at cross purposes with, dominant classes in competing for 
society's resources (taxes), keeping internal order, and competing interna¬ 
tionally with other states. It is this attention to the specifically political level 
of domination exercised by the state (and party system if there is one) that 
makes SkocpoTs analysis so instructive, as she makes the point that Marxists 
would do well to supplement analyses of class relations and economic 
development with a look at "the strength and structure of old-regime states 
and the relations of state organizations to class structures."^^ This is not to 
deny the existence of a long-standing and rich Marxist debate on the nature 
of the state, among, for example, Ralph Miliband, Nicos Poulantzas, Fred 
Block, and perhaps especially Goran Therbom, whose distinction between 
state apparatus and state power mirrors SkocpoTs combination of an insti¬ 
tutional and class relational approach to the state. But she goes further than 
any of these, and draws more resolutely on a non-Marxist tradition going 
back to de Tocqueville, Weber, and Hintze. 

As important as the state has been in the development experiences of the 
advanced industrial economies, it has proven even more central to the 
process of dependent development in the periphery. In twentieth-century 
Iran, the state's position as recipient and disburser of vast oil revenues and 
the shah's role as originator of economic policies and virtually the sole 
political arbiter, added to the characteristic weakness of the industrial 
capitalist class, combined to give the state a preeminent role in all economic. 
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social, and political development We shall see that this has been the case 
historically too, as the Iranian state from the Safavid d)masty's height in the 
seventeenth century onward has aspired (sometimes more successfully, 
often less) to be a centralizing monarchy with a great concentration of 
political, military, and economic power. This role has involved the state 
intimately in most cases of social change in Iran, whether as initiator of 
socio-economic transformations or the target of political and social move¬ 
ments aimed at reform and revolution. Here too the interplay of state and 
ethnicity can be traced by examining the central tribal dimension of state 
formation and dissolution from 1500 to 1800, and the gradual severing of 
this connection by the Qajars and especially the Pahlavis thereafter. In the 
Iranian case—and probably in other monarchies—the state was exception¬ 
ally conflated with the king and court, and thus forms part of the ruling 
class. This may explain how the state could be such a solid target of soci^ 
movements: It was easily identified with the shah (who may be hated), and 
it had a clear class content without implicating all the rest of the dominant 
classes, who were therefore not obliged to rush to defend it This makes its 
overthrow easier, but leaves serious unresolved problems of power for after 
the change of regime. 

Although recent theoretical perspectives have refined the sensitivity 
with which the dependency paradigm can analyze the economic processes 
involved in Third World transitions to dependent capitalism, they have had 
very little to offer for the study of the political and especially the cultural 
dimensions of these social formations. Phenomena such as religion, nation¬ 
alism, pre-capitalist and non-capitalist cultural forms and the orientations 
of social movements remain undertheorized by both world-system theory 
and modes of production analysis, as well as in SkocpoTs work on the state 
and social revolutions.^^ In part, this was a negative reaction by the advo¬ 
cates of the political economy approaches of the 1970s to the great emphasis 
placed on cultural values sometimes taken out of context by the moderniza¬ 
tion perspective in the 1950s and 1960s. Today, more sophisticated ap¬ 
proaches to culture, offered in the work of such diverse thinkers as Clifford 
Geertz, Raymond Williams, Marshall Sahlins, Michel Foucault, Pierre 
Bourdieu, James Scott, and Stuart Hall need to be reintegrated into discus¬ 
sions of social change. It is beyond the scope of the present study to assess 
each of these writers' contributions, but one way forward might be to work 
with a notion of political cultures of resistance and legitimation in the Third 
World. 

Dependence on foreign capital and internal state domination of society 
impinge on and are in turn shaped by the material and spiritual well-being 
of the various groups and social classes who must "live" them within the 
everyday context of their own cultural and political orientations. "Political 
culture" is a complex amalgam of explicit ideological formulations, folk 
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DIAGRAM 1.2 Levels of Analysis 



Economic Conditions 
(objective) 


Political Action 
(objectiv^subjective) 



Cultural Orientations 
(subjective) 


culture and traditions, and practical orientations to actual circumstances 
and situations. Each aspect must be analyzed (where data exist) and taken 
into account to explain how and why specific groups conclude that oppo¬ 
sition to authority is feasible. Such political cultures of resistance may be a 
crucial intervening moment between "objective" relations of exploitation 
and oppression, and political action (see Diagram 1.2). Cultural resources, 
along with the important organizational, material, and other capacities 
identified by resource mobilization theory, thereby claim our attention as 
relevant to the making of history by social actors. Not only cultures of 
opposition and resistance embodied in social movements, but the cultures 
of legitimation deployed by ruling groups, need to be considered poten¬ 
tially autonomous areas of investigation with causal significance in their 
own right In the Iranian case, we will examine the various political cultures 
present in each of the major periods, as meaningful elements both of social 
stability and for change. 


A Synthetic Framework 

Rather than a general theory of world-wide development and social 
change, then, we have a paradigm, or framework, that requires the re¬ 
searcher to pursue the historically specific processes of class formation and 
articulation of modes of production in a given social formation imder the 
pressures of particular conjunctures of the world economy. One way to 
picture the overall model of social change advanced in this chapter is 
suggested in Diagram 1.3. Here the original diagram of long-term social 
transformation (social change 1) is expanded to include a second route to 
social transformation that may follow from it Once a dependent pattern of 
development is generated by the encounter of the world-system and the 
internal modes of production in a Third World society, a repressive state is 
often (though not always) needed to contain the socid forces unleashed by 
this process. Such a state (and the foreign powers that sustain it) will almost 
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DIAGRAM 1.3 A Model of Social Change 



inevitably generate oppositions that draw on the available political cultures 
of society. Under certain conditions (which must be historically specified, 
and are examined for the case of Iran in several periods later in this study) 
social movements for change will then arise. If these are vigorous enough, 
even when defeated, anew social structure may eventually be consolidated. 
This provides a second path to social structural transformation. 

Two important findings of this study may be prefigured here. First, all 
major national-level social movements in Iran in the period studied here 
have reposed on broad social bases, which I have termed populist alliances.^® 
Dependent development has generated diverse sets of grievances among 
social classes, which have articulated distinctive cultures of resistance. 
Multi-class and typically urban (for reasons noted later), populist coalitions 
have stood the best chance for success in touching off vigorous movements 
for change. The outcomes of such movements present a second key empir¬ 
ical insight: Most have encountered tremendous difficulty in bringing 
about social transformation on a wide scale. Once a measure of power has 
been won, such populist coalitions have tended to fragment into their 
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constituent elements, as sharp disputes have arisen over the shape of the 
new order. The ultimateof these movements is traced in each case 
to their complex social bases, differing ideological visions, and the persis¬ 
tent outside pressures exacerbating these. 

It will be noted that this is a complex, conjunctaal causal model.It 
consists of several factors—world-system, modes of production, situations 
of dependency, the nature of the state, and political cultures—which must 
evolve in particular combinations for social movements to get under way. 
It is arrived at by a synthesis of existing theories in the fields of the sociology 
of development and social change, each of which, though insufficient in 
itself, contributes a part to the overall model. Theoretical work must be 
informed and advanced by solid case studies that are not imprisoned inside 
one or another of the several perspectives, but rather draw intelligently on 
all of them, in the process providing a basis for the evaluation of their merits 
and deficiencies. Only in this way can our knowledge of the Third World 
be improved, and it is only through such case studies that a better integra¬ 
tion of the theories can be effected. 

In the present study the logic of comparative-historical method will be 
used in two ways, both of which will help evaluate the manner in which 
key theoretical variables affected the social structures and processes of 
change in each of several historical periods. First, for each period to be 
studied, the relevant comparisons of Iran with other countries will be 
briefly considered. Second, and most important, the logic of comparative- 
historical method will be turned upon a single historically and culturally 
significant country, Iran, which experienced social change in several histor¬ 
ical epoches. Thus, although the greater portion of the study is devoted to 
instances of social transformation from the late nineteenth century to the 
present, the early chapters on social change in the sixteenth to eighteenth 
centuries will help us grasp the degree to which the key variables indeed 
set the parameters of change in Iran in a particular manner by the twentieth 
century. And careful comparisons of various periods within the twentieth 
century will highlight the importance of a nuanced and detailed consider¬ 
ation of the changing forms and circumstances of such concepts as depen¬ 
dency, cultures of opposition, and the state, and their impact on the t^es 
of social movements that Iranians have engaged in. The result is a sort of 
qualitative time-series analysis comparing instances of social change in a 
single case with itself at different points in time.^^ 

The chapters that follow take up this abstract framework on Third World 
social change and seek to bring it to life in the concrete case of a vitally 
important Middle Eastern country. The aim is to challenge Iran specialists 
to enter into theoretical debates on the patterns and causes of social change 
in the country that interests them, and simultaneously to spur sociologists 
of development and social change to rethink the connections among iso- 
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lated and/or competing paradigms by focussing on a richly complex case 
study. Though the risks of satisfying neither constituency are many, the 
promise of a better integration of theory and data than is usually attained 
in these literatures may justify the attempt. 


Notes 


1. Fernando Henrique Cardoso and Enzo Faletto, Dependency and Development in Latin 
America, translated by Marjory Mattingly Urquidi (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1979). The book was originally written between 1965 and 1967, and published as Dependencia y 
desarroUo en America Latina (Siglo Veintiuno Editores, SA, 1971). The English edition is an 
expanded and amended version of the 1971 text Possibly because of this publishing history, 
many English-language discussions of dependency theory in the 1970s did not assess this work, 
which provides cogent answers to a number of the criticisms posed at that time (and since). 

2. Ibid., XX. 

3. The key works are the three published volumes of a projected four-volume history of the 
modem world-system, and a collection of essays on current theoretical and political problems. 
See Immanuel Wallerstein, The Modem World-System I, II and III (Cambridge: cfambridge 
University Press, 1974, 1980, and 1989), and The Capitalist World Economy. Selected Essays 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979). 

4. Iran under the Safavid dynasty belongs precisely in this external arena and I shall explore 
the utility of this concept in chapters two and three. 

5. Insightful critiques include Theda Skocpol, "Wallerstein's World Capitalist System: A 
Theoretical and Historical Critique," pp. 1075-1090 in The American Journal of Sociology, \olume 
82, number 5 (1977); Robert Brenner, "The Origitts of Capitalist Development: a Critique of 
Neo-Smithian Marxism," pp. 25-92 in New I-cft Review, number 104 0uly-August 1977); Maurice 
Zeitlln, The CwU Wars in ChUe (or the bourgeois revolutions that never were) (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1984), 217-37; Aldan Foster-Carter, "The Modes of Production Controversy," 
pp. 47-77 in New Left Review, number 107 (January-February 1978); and Daniel Garst, "Waller- 
stein and his Critics," pp. 469-495 in Theory and Society, volume 14 (1985). A summary of the 
various criticisms is offered by Daniel Chirot and Thomas D. Hall, "World-System Theory," pp. 
81-106 in The Annual Review of Sociology, volume 8 (1982). 

6. The locus classicus of modes of production analysis lies in the "new economic anthropol¬ 
ogy" of French Marxists such as Maurice Godelier, Emmanuel Terray, and most notably, 
Pierre-Philippe Rey, according to Foster-Carter, "The Modes of Production Controversy." These 
writers developed the insights of French stmcturalist philosophers and social scientists of the 
1960s such as Etienne Baiibar, Louis Althusser, and Nicos Poulantzas. 

7. John G. Taylor, From Modernization to Modes of Production. A Critique of the Sociologies of 
Development and Underdevelopment (London: Macmillan, 1979), 106. 

8. Pierre-Philippe Rey, Les Alliances de classes: Sur I'articulation des modes de production, 
followed by Materialisme historique et luttes de classes (Paris: Franqois Maspero, 1973), 15, 
translated and cited by Foster-Carter, "The Modes of Production Controversy," 56. 

9. That this integration still needs to be effected is illustrated by the lack of explicit 
recognition accorded by the major writers in the principal perspectives to the other bodies of 
literature. Thus Cardoso and Faletto, even in their 1979 edition, have no references to modes of 
production analysis or Wallerstein's world-system, while Wallerstein, even in the 1989 third 
volume of The Modem World-System makes no mention of dependency or multiple modes of 
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production. Taylor's From Modemizatbn to Modes of Production devotes a whole chapter to a 
critique of "the sociology of underdevelopment" which singles out texts by Paul Baran, Paul 
Sweezy, and Andre Gunder Frank but has nothing to say about the further elaboration of 
underdevelopment theory, nor about its close relations, the dependency and world-system 
perspectives. I have worked out this S 3 mthesis in "An Historical-Sociological Framework for 
the Study of Long-Term Transformations in the Third World," pp. 330-349 in Humanity and 
Society, volume 16, number 3 (August 1992). 

10. Theda Skocpol, States and Social Revolutions. A Comparative Analysis of France, Russia, and 
China (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1979), 27. 

11. Ibid., 29. 

12. Ibid., 34-35. 

13. Emphasis on the "objective relationships" at the expense of the "interests, outlooks and 
ideologies of particular actors" is perhaps the major weakness of SkocpoTs approach for 
understanding social change in the Third World today and in historical perspective, for it seems 
plausible that specific political and religious cultures may play a decisive role in influencing the 
causes, processes, and outcomes of social revolutions. Skocpol has recognized this to a certain 
degree, in her own discussion of, interestingly enough, Iran: "Rentier State and Shi'a Islam in 
the Iranian Revolution," pp. 265-284 in Theory and Society, volume 11, number 3 (May 1982). 

14. These remarks draw on a diverse body of literature, including A. Sivanandan, "Imperial¬ 
ism in the Silicon Age," pp. 24-42 in Monthly Review 0uly-August 1980), 25; James C. Scott, 
Domination and the Arts of Resistance. Hidden Transcripts (New Haven and London: Yale Univer¬ 
sity Press, 1990); Craig Jackson Calhoun, "The Radicalism of Tradition: Community Strength 
or Venerable Disguise and Borrowed Language?" pp. 886-914 in American Journal of Sociology, 
volume 88, number 5 (March 1983); Farideh Farhi, States and Urban-Based Revolutions: Iran and 
Nicaragua (Urbana and Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1990), chapter 4; William H. Sewell, 
Jr., "Ideologies and Social Revolutions: Reflections on the French Case," pp. 57-85 in Journal of 
Modem History, volume 57, number 1 (March 1985); and Theda Skocpol, "Cultural Idioms and 
Political Ideologies in the Revolutionary Reconstruction of State Power: A Rejoinder to Sewell," 
pp. 86-% in Journal of Modem History, volume 57, number 1 (March 1985). 

15.1 am not here using the term populist in its more restricted Latin American sense/context, 
where it tends to denote mass authoritarian movements. I am instead appropriating it more 
positively to indicate the widely popular bases of Iranian social movements, and to try to capture 
the flavor of the political aspirations unleashed—always against internal tyranny and external 
influence, often democratic and participatory, involving the people as a whole. That such 
movements have particular limitations will be an important part of the argument. 

16. The best historical macrosociology searches for such causal complexity. See the discus¬ 
sion by Charles D. Ragin, The Comparative Method. Moving Beyond Qualitative and Quantitative 
Strategies (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1987), 23-25. 

17. See ibid., 23, 7Z 



PART ONE 


Social Structure and Social Change 
in Pre-Capitalist Iran, 1500-1800 


"What Iran was, in terms of fundamental social structure, before the West 
intruded, and what Iranian society has become today—these are questions 
for which even a careful student may not find satisfactory answers."^ These 
words, only slightly less true today than when they were written in 1955, 
pose the question which will preoccupy us in part one of this study. The 
researcher today has the very real advantage of more than thirty years of 
efforts by historians working on this or that aspect of Iranian society in the 
sixteenth to eighteenth centuries, but the task remains one of tr^ng to 
assemble a vast puzzle with some pieces missing and others that do not quite 
fit The goal of this first part is to uncover the basic configurations of the 
Iranian social formation in the period of the Safavid dynasty, which ruled 
Iran from 1501 to 1722, and then to relate this social structvure to the social 
changes that occurred during and after its reign, through the tumultuous 
changes of dynasty that punctuated the eighteenth century, until another 
durable and yet fundamentally weaker dynasty—the Qajars—seized 
power on the threshold of the nineteenth century. 

Chapter two is devoted to a careful empirical and theoretical analysis of 
Safavid social structure at the height of the dynasty's power, circa 1630, just 
after the death of Iran's most illustrious ruler, Shah 'Abbas. After a brief 
introduction on the history of the Safavids' rise to power around 1500 and 
the most important developments through the i620s, the heart of the 
chapter examines the nature of the Safavid state and the three interrelated 
economic sectors of the Iranian social formation—tribal pastoralists, seden¬ 
tary agriculturalists, and urban guild producers. I argue here that pre-cap¬ 
italist Iran cannot be understood in terms of any single mode of production, 
whether feudal or Asiatic, but was much more complex than this. Nor can 
Iran's newly emerging links with the nascent European capitalist world- 
economy from 1500 to 1630 be seen as constituting a dependent relationship; 
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Introduction to Part One 


Iran in this period was a powerful world-empire in its own right The 
empirical picture is rounded out with a look at some key ideological and 
political aspects of the seventeenth-century Iranian social formation, focus¬ 
ing in particular on the legitimation efforts of the monarchy and its relations 
with the religious specialists of the ulama, but also introducing such cultural 
and value orientations of the social orders below as can be discerned. 

Chapter three then turns our attention to the contours of social change 
in Iran from 1500 to 1800. Here the varieties of social change under the 
Safavids are first identified, and then the dynastic revolutions of the eigh¬ 
teenth century are assessed in terms of the internal dynamics of the social 
formation and the role played by the growth in commercial relations with 
the West during the Safavid period. A second axis of explanation revolves 
around the weight to be accorded to all of these structural factors vis-i-vis 
the notoriously inadequate personal characteristics of the later Safavid 
shahs. Only by raising such questions in light of careful examination of 
Iranian society on its own terms during this early period of Iran's relations 
with the West can a baseline be established against which later instances of 
social change will disclose a richer significance. 


Note 


1. Nikki Keddie, "The Impact of the West on Iranian Social History," Ph.D. dissertation. 
Department of History, University of California, Berkeley (1955), 1. Nikki Keddie would 
subsequently go on to become one of the foremost historians of Iran writing in the English 
language. 
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The Iranian Social Formation, 
circa 1630 


Comment peut-on Btre Person? 

—^Montesquieu, Lettres Persanes, 1721 

"How can one be Persian?" The present chapter attempts to sketch the 
broad outlines of a basis for answering Montesquieu's question through a 
look at the social structure of Iran in the firsthalf of the seventeenth centxuy. 
The date, "circa 1630," derives its significance from the fact that the Safavid 
empire is generally acknowledged to have reached its peak under Shah 
'Abbas, who ruled Iran from 1587 to 1629. This society, Uke any other, 
possessed tendencies for change, such that it was not the same as the Safavid 
Iran of the early sixteenth or early eighteenth centuries. Thus a preliminary 
task is to briefly trace its evolution to the 1620s, the period that concerns us 
here. 

Though its continuity with earlier dynasties that ruled Iran has been 
remarked by historians, the rise of the Safavid dynasty to power can also be 
considered the opening moment in the modem history of Iran for two 
important reasons. First, before 1501, and since the seventh-century Arab 
conquest, "Iran" had generally either been part of some larger empire or had 
been splintered into a number of smaller dynasties; second, the proclama¬ 
tion of Shi'ism as the new state religion came over the next century to 
sharply demarcate Iran from its Sunni neighbors, the Ottoman, Mughal, 
and Uzbek empires in Turkey and the Arab world, India, and Central Asia. 

The Safavids' name and origin have been traced to an early fourteenth- 
century Sufi shaykh (holy man) named Safi, who established a base in the 
northwestern town of Ardabil. His successors gradually attracted signifi¬ 
cant numbers of devoted followers, especially from among the Tiukoman 
tribes of the Anatolian plateau to the west. Around 1450 the Safavid order 
was transformed into a militant social movement based on the semi- 
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divinization of its leader, Junaid, who mobilized his tribal disciples for 
religious conquest ighaza) against Christians in Trabzon on the Black Sea 
and in Georgia. When Junaid fell in battle, this policy was continued by his 
son Haidar who died fighting in the Caucasus in 1488. Haidar's troops 
became known as the cjizilbash (Ottoman Tu rk ish for "red head") because of 
the scarlet headgear they wore, with twelve triangular pieces representing 
the twelve Shi'i imams. Haidar's young son Isma'il went into hiding, 
waiting for a propitious moment to make his bid for political power in 
northwest Iran. ^ 

The 1490s were marked by severe succession struggles in the Aq 
Quyunlu dynasty, the Turkoman tribal confederation which had held 
much of Iran since 1468. The contemporary chronicler Qazvini describes the 
deterioration of the political situation: "when the Aq-qoyunlu state became 
weak, confusion reigned in the Iranian lands .. . and plunder and raids 
became prominent, and the affairs of the world lost order and organiza- 
tion."2 Isma'iTs tribal army defeated the Aq Quyunlu several times in 1500 
and 1501. This opened the way for Isma'iTs coronation at Tabriz, the capital, 
and the declaration of Ithna 'Ashari (Twelver) Shi'ism as state religion in 
the summer of 1501. Conversion of most of the Iranian population from 
Sunnism to Shi'ism would take place over the coming decades.^ 

Between 1503 and 1510 the Safavid tribal army scored a series of victories 
that consolidated its territorial hold over virtually all of Iran, from the 
Caspian provinces in the north to the Persian Gulf in the south, and from 
Baghdad in the west to Khurasan in the east This phenomenal expansion 
was checked only by the power of the Ottoman army in 1514. This defeat 
undermined Isma'iTs claims to invincibility, but neither could the Otto¬ 
mans build upon it to annex Iran or roll back Shi'ism, and thus the setback 
paradoxically consolidated Iran as Safavid and Shi'i. Isma'il never person¬ 
ally took the field again until his death in 1524 and the bases of Safavid 
legitimacy shifted perceptibly away from theocracy to ordinary bureau¬ 
cratic-monarchic conceptions.^ 

When Isma'iTs son Tahmasp became shah in 1524 he was only ten years 
old. The qizilbash chiefs of the Turkoman clans engaged in what amounted 
to a civil war from 1524 to 1533, during which several attempts were made 
to seize control of the state. This internal chaos was compounded by 
invasions in the east by the Uzbeks and then by the Ottomans in the west 
in 1534-35.^ Tahmasp assumed effective control of the state about this time 
and consolidated the Safavid empire by ruling altogether for over fifty years 
until 1576. He attempted to bdance the powerful tribes, dividing key 
provincial governorships among them and also using native Iranian bu¬ 
reaucratic families in his administration, as well as introducing Georgian 
prisoners into a few state positions. His foreign policy was basically defen¬ 
sive: He moved the capital from Tabriz to Qazvin to make it less accessible 
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to Ottoman encroachments and signed a peace treaty with the Ottomans at 
Amasya in 1555. 

Tahmasp's death in 1576 touched off another period of instability, with 
the qizilbash chiefs lining up behind different contenders for the throne. 
After twelve years of internal intrigues and foreign invasions, Tahmasp's 
seventeen-year-old grandson 'Abbas came to the throne in October 1588. 
With the help of a new standing army of 40,000 men, 'Abbas embarked on 
a reconquest of Iran. By 1597 most of the provinces under Safavid authority 
were secured from internal strife and unruly provincial governors had been 
removed from office. Turning next to the external enemy, 'Abbas retook 
Khurasan from the Uzbeks in 1598 and regained Tabriz and Georgia in 
campaigns against the Ottomans between 1605 and 1607. Thus, by 1607 he 
had established his sovereignty over virtually all of Iran as defined by the 
1555 treaty of Amasya.^ 

'Abbas had a profound impact on the major institutions of Iranian 
society. In the administration, as well as the army, a new and delicate 
balance was sought among Turkoman tribal qizilbash, Persian bureaucrats, 
and the new military and civilian personnel drawn from the Caucasus. 
Tribal power was systematically reduced in a variety of ways, all of which 
contributed to the absolutist power of the monarchy. In 15^/98 the capital 
was moved from Qazvin to Isfahan and massive public works were under¬ 
taken there. Diplomatic and commercial contacts with Europe were steadily 
expanded during the course of 'Abbas's reign and a functional peace was 
eventually established on all frontiers and remained intact for the rest of 
the seventeenth century, greatly stimulating internal and external trade and 
security and enriching the state. On the eve of 'Abbas's death in 1629, the 
Iranian social formation had reached a zenith of power and solidity. 


The Nature of the State 

The Safavid state can be analyzed in terms of three key institutions—the 
central bureaucracy, the provincial government, and the army.^ The shah 
and his court constituted the apex of a substantial bureaucracy centered in 
Isfahan, the capital. The highest officials of the court included the Grand 
Vazir (chief minister), the senior military officers, the state treasurer, and 
the chief religious official (sadr). Behind this topmost stratum came numer¬ 
ous other posts and offices—court physicians, astrologers, palace eunuchs, 
aides-de-camp, pages, artists, and skilled artisans. The administrative bu¬ 
reaucracy included clerks and financial agents attached to each of the 
several branches and departments of the government—court, workshops, 
tax collection, military units. Eskandar Beg Monshi estimates that in 1576 
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there were some 1,500 officials at the court, each with five to fifty attendants 
and subordinates, making more than 20,000 people (not including their 
families) in all. The personnel of the central bureaucracy were paid partly 
in cash and fees for their services, but mostly in drafts against some portion 
of the land taxes paid to the state by the peasantry.® 

Shah 'Abbas presided over a state administration consisting of three 
major ethnic groups—long-standing Persian notable families who occupied 
many of the civilian posts in the bureaucracy, the Safavids' original Turko¬ 
man tribal base which provided military commanders and provincial gov¬ 
ernors, and a new elite consisting of Christian Georgians, Armenians, and 
Circassians. The latter had been taken prisoner on campaigns in the 
Caucasus and brought up at court as Muslims who in the early seventeenth 
century came increasingly to furnish top civilian and military personnel. 
Comparisons of the lists of high-ranking amirs (military commanders) in 
1576 and 1629 show a dramatic change from primarily Turkoman qizilbash 
chiefs to about 40 percent qizilbash, 40 percent non-qizilbash tribal chiefs 
(mostly Kurds and Lurs), and 20 percent ghulatns (royal slaves) from the 
Caucasus.^ There are a number of instances recorded of people rising from 
obscure or lower class origins to positions of influence, as well as sudden 
declines in fortune for those who incurred the shah's wrath, and this was 
probably the main form of social mobility in the Safavid period. Chardin 
notes that the shah made appointments without regard to birth, asserting 
there was no hereditary nobility in Iran and going so far as to claim that 
consideration was given only to one's office, merit, and wealth.^® 

The provincial government also came to be shared out among the several 
components of the elite. The governors "sent to the capital only limited 
sums of cash, but considerable stocks {barkhana) of local products for the 
King's table and raw materials for the royal workshops."^^ In addition, each 
governor was required to provide a stipulated number of troops to the royal 
army in time of war. In return, "the governors enjoyed great freedom. They 
collected local revenue and used local resources for assignments to their 
subordinates among whom there were considerable contingents of armed 
attendants."^^ Chardin tells us that the provincial governors were ap¬ 
pointed for life and their sons could succeed them, but data from both the 
sixteenth and later seventeenth centuries suggest that the shahs exercised 
their prerogative to remove these "hereditary" governors with some regu¬ 
larity.^^ Chardin writes too that each governor was assisted and observed 
by administrators who reported to and depended on the shah.^^ Falling 
from grace often entailed not just dismissal from one's post, but the confis¬ 
cation of much of one's wealth. Under a strong monarch such as 'Abbas, 
then, the central authority held the upper hand vis-i-vis its erstwhile 
provincial representatives, though at other times both before and after his 
reign, the governors ruled far more autonomously. 
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The third great institution of the Safavid state—the army—^was also by 
the seventeenth century an amalgam of the older tribal elite from the 
provinces and a newer state-controlled force created by 'Abbas. The tribal 
army that brought the Safavids to power had shown its limitations in the 
1514 defeat by the Ottomans at Chaldiran and its disadvantages from the 
viewpoint of the monarchy in the civil war periods of 1524-33 and 1576-88. 
The key reforms—bringing in peasants, Iranian tribesmen, and convert 
soldiers and equipping them with modem fire-arms on a large scale—^took 
place in 1598-1600, and were one of the cornerstones of 'Abbas's successful 
centralization policies aimed at containing tribal power. The actual number 
of troops varied, but was on the order of 70,000 to 100,000 men, over half of 
them tribal cavalry. Like the civilian bureaucracy, both officers and rank 
and file soldiers were paid with drafts on the land revenue; an ordinary 
trooper would receive between five and twelve tumans a year (the tuman 
was a unit of account, worth 10,000 dinars or 3.3 pounds sterling in the 
seventeenth century). 

The total revenues and expenditures of the Iranian state for an average 
year in the seventeenth century are very difficult (and indeed perhaps 
impossible) to estimate accurately. The Tadhkirat al-muluk suggests cash 
revenues of 783,862 tumans against expenditures of 625^20 tumans for the 
1720s. This does not include the vast amounts of goods that came in kind to 
the court, nor does it include labor service, especially in constmction, that 
the shah could demand free of charge from certain guilds. Nevertheless 
these figures tally remarkably well with Chardin's estimate of the 1670s that 
the shah's income came to 700,000 tumans (32 million French livres) and 
expenditures came to about 744,000 tumans (34 million livres). The over¬ 
whelming majority—roughly 83 percent—of the Safavid state's income 
derived from various forms of the land tax. On the expenditures side, the 
military soaked up some 66.5 percent according to Minorsky (including 
governors' salaries), or 38.2 percent according to Chardin. Much of the rest 
was spent on the upkeep of the court (50 percent, according to Chardin), 
leaving only 11.8 percent to be spent rather more productively on the roy^ 
workshops. 

The net annual balance of revenues and expenditures in the 1722 data 
was positive to the amount of some 160,000 tumans (about 20 percent of total 
income), worth over 500,000 pounds sterling in the seventeenth century. 
This money would be hoarded in the royal treasury, which contained 
immense amounts of wealth for the times. Chardin judged the Safavid shah 
the "richest monarch in the universe," as rich himself as "all the rest of his 
kingdom."^^ A very rough comparison of Safavid Iran with the great Euro¬ 
pean kingdoms of the period is made in Table 2.1. The Iranian state income 
compares very evenly with England's, though not too well with the heavy 
taxing machinery of absolutist France (the amount of the shah's income in 
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TABLE 2.1 

England, France, and Iran, ckca 1700 

Country 

Population 

State Income 

Iran 

England 

France 

6-10 million 

6 million 
19miUion 

goods in kind -1- 800,000 tumans 

3.8 million pounds sterling = 930,000 tumans 
577 million francs = 12,800,000 tumans 


Source: based on Minorsky, Tadhkirat al-muluk, 186. 

Hole: figures for Iran's population are very approximate, as for England's net income. 
Chardin observes that the shah's income consisted more in goods than in cash 
{Voyages, V, 415). 

goods in kind would however redress part of the balance). It is interesting 
that only one-third of English revenue came from the land tax in 1700; much 
more derived from customs and trade duties. England invested this income 
wisely in a vast fleet which would later bring it rich dividends. If the table 
could be projected back to the 1620s, Iran at its peak under Shah 'Abbas 
would probably have compared even more favorably with the European 
kingdoms; conversely, the latter may be supposed to have made greater 
gains in the course of the seventeenth century than did Iran, whose relative 
(and perhaps absolute) stagnation will be examined in chapter three. 

By virtue of its control over the key state institutions—central bureau¬ 
cracy, provincial government, and army—^the seventeenth-century Iranian 
ruling class of shah, high biueaucrats, military commanders, and provincial 
governors was the state. Taken as a whole this state had a powerful grip on 
the rest of society and commanded much of the country's overall surplus, 
but equally importantly this ruling class was internally much divided into 
the multiple interests which composed it In the sixteenth century tribal 
military leaders had twice fought among themselves for paramount posi¬ 
tions in Iranian society and there was a more or less constant tension 
between largely Persian-speaking bureaucratic families and the Turkoman 
qizilbash tribal elite over control of the state. After 1590 'Abbas redistributed 
the balance of power away from the tribes by bringing in a counterweight 
of Georgians and other Caucasian captives and their descendants as high 
dvil and military personnel. By creating a standing army directly under 
royal control 'Abbas exercised firm mastery over the provincial governors, 
none of whom could henceforth presume to challenge the central authority. 
The Safavid state, then, evolved under 'Abbas toward a more fully-fledged 
absolutism which worked most smoothly when its fractious internal ele¬ 
ments were kept in check by a powerful monarchy. It was then well placed 
to tax the surplus production of the economic bases on which it rested. 
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The Economic Structure of Iran in the 1620s 

The total population of seventeenth-century Iran is rather difficult to 
know, as estimates (which for this period are really guesses) vary from about 
five or six million to a high of ten million, a figure equal to the population 
as recently as about 1900.^^ These six to ten million inhabitants were 
distributed among three interrelated economic sectors as tribal pastoralists, 
rural peasants, and urban craft producers. Again, estimates of the propor¬ 
tions in each sector range widely. The tribal population has for example 
been estimated at anywhere from one-quarter to one-half the total popula- 
tion.20 (Note too that some tribes, such as most of the Kurds, were sedentary 
and in economic terms, classifiable as peasants.) Taking averages of both 
total inhabitants and these proportions—say 33 to 40 percent of eight 
million people—the tribal population may be very roughly guessed to have 
encompassed some three million people in the seventeenth century (other 
combinations of these figures range from a possible low of one and a half 
million to a possible high of five million). It is to this large group in the 
population that we turn first in an empirical analysis of the Safavid econ¬ 
omy. 

The Pastoral Nomadic Sector 

From about 1000 A.D. onward, the Iranian social formation witnessed 
periodic co-existence and conflict between two political economies—that 
of settled Iranian villagers and townspeople, and that of successive migra¬ 
tions into Iran of Turkic pastoralists from Central Asia. The Turkoman tribes 
who brought the Safavids to power are traditionally held to have been 
seven in number—the Ustajlu, Shamlu, Takkalu, Rumlu, Zul-qadar, Afshar, 
and Qajar. The term qizilbash was later extended to certain non-Turkoman 
supporters of the Safavids, including Central Asian, Iranian, and Kurdish 
elements. The entire list of tribal pastoralists living in seventeenth-century 
Iran would be even longer, as Helfgott observes, "Forming over two hun¬ 
dred separate tribal units divided into five major ethnic groupings (Turko¬ 
man, Iranian, Kurdish, Arab, and Baluch)."^! These tribal entities were 
composed of groups of various sizes, with a number of families making up 
a clan, a number of clans forming a tribe, and in some cases at the top of the 
system a number of tribes joining into a tribal confederation. In Safavid 
times this largest unit was most commonly referred to as an uymaq —a fluid 
grouping of tribal military supporters, each ranked with respect to its 
relative prestige and influence within the Safavid state. 

Pastoralism constituted the economic basis of nomadic tribal life. As 
nomads, originally from Central Asia and later Anatolia and the Caucasus, 
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gradually settled into niches in the Iranian ecosystems (whose mountains 
and plains differed from the steppes), they adapted distinct semi-annual 
migration paths between secure campgrounds in the mountains and winter 
sites on the plains, entering into more predictable and less warlike relations 
with the settled population.^ The main economic activities of pastoralists 
were aimed, as in all natural economies, at satisfying basic needs, through 
grazing herds, engaging in handicraft production, and sometimes in limited 
amounts of cultivation; "Most generally, the basic means of production of 
nomad society consist of various kinds of herd animals and the land on 
which these herds pasture. Herds provide the society with its most impor¬ 
tant needs: food (meat, cheese, butter, yogurt), drink (milk), clothing (wool, 
hides), fuel (dung), means of transport (horses, camels, oxen, donkeys) and 
paraphernalia."^ The pasture land that supported these herds was held 
collectively by the tribe and not "owned" in terms of legally established 
boundaries, but allocated by chieftains who might give the usufruct rights 
to a campsite to the same or a different family in each successive year. Herds 
were privately held by individual extended families, as were their produce, 
tools, implements, dwellings, and precious items such as jewelry. Produc¬ 
tion for use within the tribe was supplemented by production for exchange 
with the village peasants or townspeople along the migration routes; this 
generally involved simple bartering of animals and their by-products for 
agricultural and handicraft goods. For this reason many historians and 
anthropologists speak of "interdependence" between tribespeople and the 
settled population and this is one good example of how different modes of 
production may coexist, yet interact The extent of these interactions was 
necessarily limited by the natural economy of pastoralism and the limits to 
accumulation posed by the need for mobility. 

In terms of internal stratification and appropriation of the surplus, tribes 
relied on a hierarchic structure.^ The qizilbash chieftains (or amirs) at the 
top of the tribal system—undoubtedly few in number—^were the greatest 
flockowners and employed most of the dependent laborers at the bottom, 
who served as shepherds and prepared the various animal products—food, 
clothing, and shelter—for them. At the highest levels a handful of them 
participated in non-pastoral economic systems by virtue of holding posts 
in the military and provincial government. The many independent 
flockowners who constituted the core of the tribal economy would ac¬ 
knowledge lower-level chiefs or elders (risk safids, literally "white beards") 
as mediators of such crucial issues as allocation of specific pasture lands 
along the migration routes to each family in the camp group. Below these 
came tribespeople who owned either too few flocks to support themselves, 
or none at all, and who lived by tending the flocks of others. Keddie notes 
the key economic roles performed by women: "Tribal women, like most 
peasant women, are not veiled, and they usually do more physical labor 
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then the men, including spinning, weaving, cooking, agriculture, and ani¬ 
mal husbandry."^ It is difficult to know much about the conditions of life 
of the ordinary tribesperson. On the one hand the limits of a natural 
economy must have asserted themselves to keep most people at a virtual 
subsistence level, and this was compounded by the extraction of surplus 
upwards to the chiefs and state. The major form of surplus extraction 
occurred through a tax on animals, apparently ranging from one-seventh 
(or even lower) to one-third. On the other hand, at either rate, a smaller 
percentage of surplus was extracted from the armed tribesperson than from 
the peasant, and in Bausani's judgment, "Few nomads, and then only the 
most wretched, ever settled on the land, and the condition of the settled 
peasant farmer was definitely worse than that of the nomad."^ 

In almost another world altogether were the tribal elite who occupied 
high military and provincial posts, and, to a lesser extent, those tribesmen 
who served in the army. When appointed by the state to a governorship or 
other administrative position, chiefs of tribes came into control over non- 
tribal sources of wealth, particularly in their capacity as the fiscal taxing 
agents and legitimate military power of the provincial bureaucracy. The 
tribal domination of the larger economy had however reached its peak by 
the end of the sixteenth century, when tribal chiefs lost much of their 
hegemony to Shah 'Abbas.^ The tribal troops who served in the provincial 
armies and on the major campaigns of the shah may in some senses have 
had a higher standard of living than the average pastoralist Tribal troops 
were far more likely to be involved in a money economy and likely had 
rather different chances of social mobility than the ordinary shepherd. Of 
course, only a fairly small proportion of all tribesmen could have served in 
the army (up to 60,000 out of our estimated three million tribespeople), while 
most of the booty taken went to the chiefs. 

The tribal political economy of seventeenth-century Iran thus exhibited 
tensions between its traditional egalitarianism and growing stratification 
at several levels. At the economic base, tribal members were connected to 
one another and to their immediate chiefs through the necessary self- 
reliance and "rough democracy" of pastoral life.^ Taxes were perhaps not 
extortionate and tribeswomen participated fully in economic life and were 
more equal with their male counterparts than elsewhere in Iranian society. 
These communal characteristics were nevertheless overlaid by the vast gap 
separating the high-level chieftains from the mass of ordinary tribespeople, 
a gap that spanned nearly the entire spectrum of the social structure, from 
the elite handful of provincial governors to the near subsistence-level 
existence of the basic producers. A further significant split arose at the base 
between tribesmen living as pastoralists and those who served in the 
cavalry units of the Saf avid army. There was thus obj ectively much inequal¬ 
ity between chiefs and tribespeople, but cutting across this were the cus- 
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tomary relations that permitted the extraction of some surplus from the 
pastoralists and the ties of tribal loyalty that made the troops a reliable 
instrument for extracting an even greater surplus from the peasantry. 

The Peasant Sector 

As with the tribal population, the proportion and absolute numbers of 
Iran's settled peasantry in the Safavid era can only be very roughly esti¬ 
mated. Accepting the previous estimate of the tribal sector as 35 to 40 percent 
of the total and putting the urban population at 10 to 15 percent, the 
peasantry would then be the largest single component of the population, 
with 45 to 55 percent of the total. Out of a population ranging from six to 
ten million people, then, high and low estimates yield 2,700,000 to 5,000,000 
peasants, with the figure of four million being perhaps a reasonable guess. 

The basic agricultural unit was the village, of which there were thou¬ 
sands scattered and clustered around the country. Lambton and other 
scholars infer that the original village settlements were communal, but 
landlords had come to be superimposed on them from very early times.^^ 
Minorsky, following Chardin, notes four categories of land in Safavid Iran: 
the shah's own domains, the state lands, religious endowments, and private 
holdings.^ The crown lands (khassa) were ^e personal estates of the ruler 
and his family.^^ In Safavid times, as before, the somewhat ambiguous 
concept of the shah as theoretical owner of all land was maintained, with 
various internal contradictions and compromises in reality. In practice the 
extent of crown lands fluctuated in the Safavid period: Most of the very 
valuable land around Isfahan belonged to the shahs, and the silk-producing 
regions of Gilan and Mazandaran passed to 'Abbas in 1595-96. A second 
major category of land was state land {marrmlik or divani), whose taxes and 
rent were due to the public treasury, not to the shah's own account (though 
the distinction was often rather blurred).^^ Shortage of cash in the under¬ 
lying natural economy forced all dynasties from the Abbasids in the tenth 
century onwards to use state lands for the payment of the bureaucracy and 
military. The key form that state land assumed in Safavid times was the tiyul: 
the revenue on large grants of state land to the provincial governors (often 
tribal chieftains) in their own outl)dng areas, and revenues on lands desig¬ 
nated to pay the salaries of specific offices in the army and bureaucracy. 
Tiyuls were not (in theory) hereditary; though a tiyul might pass from father 
to son, this was contingent on the shah's decision. The tiyul-holder pos¬ 
sessed considerable authority over the peasants on the property, such as 
the right to assess fines, but this too derived, at least in theory, from the 
shah. State lands, according to Chardin, "contain the greatest part of the 
kingdom."^^ 
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The third major category of land in Safavid Iran after the royal domain 
and state lands was vaqf land. Vaqf was an endowment of land for some 
charitable or religious purpose. It ttius supported some specified group of 
beneficiaries—often judges, high-ranking ulama, or sayyids (descendants 
of the Prophet Muhammad), and also an administrator (mutavalli) who took 
a tithe from the income. It could not be sold or transferred and generally 
paid no taxes to the state. Private landowners, including Shah 'Abbas, often 
converted their property into a vaqf to avoid the ill effects of taxes, Islamic 
inheritance laws, and confiscation, appointing their families as administra¬ 
tors. Ulama, too, were often appointed as administrators of vaqf land, thus 
increasing their economic leverage in the rural sector. As a result of these 
processes, by the end of 'Abbas's reign, vaqf land had come to be quite 
extensive, second probably only to ti)nil grants.^ 

The final type of land-holding in the seventeenth century was private 
estates. Though it is impossible to know the extent to which individuals 
owned land unconditionally, there is ample evidence in the contemporary 
sources that they in fact did so.^® The fact that many individuals constituted 
"their" land into vaqf endowments implies that they had the right to so 
alienate their possessions but also that they felt insecure in the first place. 
A recurrent pattern in Iranian d)Tiastic history is the gradual growth of 
private holdings out of land grants; Banani notes that "In the Safavid era 
the gamut was run once again."^ In later Safavid times this privatization 
process seems to have overtaken both land held as tiyul and vaqf lands. Two 
general conclusions may be drawn: The line between "usufruct" and "pos¬ 
session" was blurred, and the tendency to cross it probably increased in the 
later seventeenth century as the strong central control of 'Abbas gradually 
weakened. For the period focussed on here—the 1620s—the principal cat¬ 
egories of land-holding were first, state lands assigned as tiyuls, followed 
by the royal domains and vaqfs, with private property probably last in 
extent 

Turning to the issue of surplus appropriation, it can be observed that 
most lands, whether the shah's, private property, or vaqf, were rented to 
peasants according to a crop-sharing arrangement of some kind. Paying a 
certain sum per amount of land used was usually only done around large 
towns and even so was not particularly common.^^ In practice, the propor¬ 
tion actually paid as rent varied to a considerable degree. Chardin writes of 
the shareholding contract (whether with the shah or a private landlord) that 
water and fertilizer may be provided by either party; after the harvest seed 
for the next year is removed, then usually the owner takes one-third, 
though sometimes one-fourth to one-half of the crop. The landlord, 
whether the shah or a private individual, thus took the bulk of the agricul¬ 
tural produce of Iran; if the harvest was poor, the peasantry would face the 
prospect of starvation (though the chronicles record cases of tax relief. 
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successful protests, and means of recourse against excessive taxation). Peas¬ 
ants were also subjected to other taxes and some labor services, but these 
almost certainly did not equal, qualitatively or quantitatively, the regular 
unpaid labor service on the feudal estates of Europe.^ 

In assessing the overall condition of Iran's peasantry in the seventeenth 
century, one is confronted by an evident sparseness of data. The most 
celebrated contemporary judgment on the peasants' lot is offered by 
Chardin, given here in full: 

They live well enough, and I can zissure you that there are incomparably more 
wretched peasants in the most fertile regions of Europe. I have seen Persian 
peasant women everywhere with silver necklaces, and great silver rings on 
their hands and feet, with chains from neck to navel, laced with silver pieces 
and sometimes gold. One sees children likewise adorned, with coral necklaces. 
Both men and women are well dressed, with shoes; they are well furnished 
with utensils and furniture; but on the other hand (m ichange de ces aises), they 
are exposed to the insults (injures), and sometimes the blows, of the king's men 
and Vcizirs, when they do not give quickly enough what is demanded, which 
holds for the men only; as for the women, they are respected throughout the 
Orient and they are never touched.^^ 

To fill in the picture of women offered here, Keddie notes that peasant 
women, like tribal women, also participated in hard physical work and often 
went unveiled and that they had important roles in the making of carpets 
and textiles.^*^ Chardin had travelled in both the northwest and from 
Isfahan south to the Gulf more than once and he says in general: "Those [of 
the lowest rank] of Persia, either in the countryside, or in the cities, are 
well-nourished and well-clothed, having all the necessary utensils, even 
though they work not half as hard as our [poorest subjects in France).B. 
G. Martin discusses a document from 1592 that refers to the "scattered 
peasants" of Kasaj in Khalkhal, who 

may well have fled their homes to escape the extortion of officials, or heavy 
taxation.... The existence of a horde of officials whose chief duty was to press 
the multifarious taxes, dues, tolls and other exactions out of the miserable 
peasants and cropshcirers must have signified widespread pjoverty and sub¬ 
sistence-level existence in the countryside.^^ 

The peasantry undoubtedly did live on the margins of subsistence, provid¬ 
ing as they did the bulk of the state's revenues and supporting the army, 
much of the ulama, and private landowners. It is difficult to disagree with 
Bausani's conclusion: "the condition of the settled peasant farmer was 
definitely worse than that of the nomad."^^ On the other hand, general 
economic prosperity in the seventeenth century and strong central control 
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most likely made the period one of relatively less exploitation for the 
peasantry as a whole, which Chardin's eyewitness accounts tend to sub¬ 
stantiate. 

The Urban Sector 

As with the tribal and peasant sectors, the extent of the Iranian urban 
population in the seventeenth century can be estimated only very crudely. 
According to Minorsky, the English traveller Sir Thomas Herbert, "who 
probably echoes some official tradition of 'Abbas I's time, [estimates] there 
were in Persia 90 walled towns and about 40,000 villages."^ Available 
contemporary European estimates indicate the population of most of the 
chief urban places totalled perhaps one million people, with anywhere from 
a quarter to a half of them concentrated in Isfahan, the capital.^ This gives 
an urban population of at least 10 to 15 percent in the seventeenth century. 

The primary locus and real underpinning of the seventeenth-century 
urban economy were the guilds. Craft producers engaged in the manufac¬ 
ture of metalwork, textiles, hardware, and the like, as well as trades ranging 
from building, baking, and transport to entertainments of all sorts. Tliey 
varied enormously in size, status, and wealth, but possessed a degree of 
self-administration within the broader context of firm Safavid control of 
urban government as a whole.^^ The important issue of the tax assessment 
was a matter of negotiation between the headmen of the guilds and the 
official representing the government The headman then apportioned the 
total tax among the members of his guild, each paying according to his 
amount of business. Certain guilds performed unpaid labor services for the 
court. The overall picture that emerges suggests a tension between an 
unusually strong central government whose mechanisms of control in¬ 
cluded some influence over prices and quality with an ability to tax and 
demand significant labor services, and guilds with a measure of internal 
autonomy, against a general background of economic expansion that prob¬ 
ably allowed all parties to benefit.^ 

Internally, there were three levels or grades of workers in a guild: 
apprentice (shagird), journeyman or pre-master {khalifa), and master {ustad). 
Often a craft remained in the family, with father taking on son as an 
apprentice, though obviously there were cases where masters took on 
others, or their sons were apprenticed to another craft^ Though the 
evidence is somewhat fragmentary, it can nevertheless be perceived that a 
graded hierarchy of petty craft producers and workers existed in Safavid 
Iran, from the guild masters in their own shops at the top, to skilled artisans 
working for wealthy patrons, to joumeymen/yifl/j/as who had skills but 
lacked the means to set up a shop and thus rented shops or space in the 
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royal square, or worked for masters, or sold their products to artisans and 
traders with shops, to itinerant ambulatory skilled and unskilled labor 
("street artisans") who served the poorer urban classes and perhaps outly¬ 
ing villages, with apprentices hoping to eventually rise as high on this scale 
as their acquired skills and capital resources permitted.^^ 

The most important of the several types of commodity produced in 
Safavid times was textiles, with a great variety of raw materi^s and tech¬ 
niques. Merchants, urban and rural artisans, and the shah all seem to have 
had a share in the production and marketing of the many textile products 
which constituted the core of Iranian "manufactures" in the seventeenth 
century and despite the encroachment of merchants and the shah, the 
weavers were probably the most powerful guild in Safavid times, strong in 
Isfahan, Tabriz, Yazd, and Kashan, where they were able to protest unfair 
tax increases.^^ Other major manufactures included porcelain objects and 
faience tiles, high quality arms and armor, leather goods, glasswork, jewel¬ 
ry, dyes, paper, and soap. In the seventeenth century Iranian artisans 
adequately met the vast majority of the country's varied needs, excelled in 
a number of products on an international level (from carpets and other 
textiles to pottery and metalwork), lagged far behind Europe in some 
emerging advanced technologies (watches, armaments, printing) and were 
holding their own in a spirited competition with the rest of the world in the 
most prized mass manufactures—hand-made textiles of all types.®^ 

A second major sector of the urban economy centered on the productive 
activities organized by the shah in the royal household. Chief among these 
were the thirty-odd royal workshops employing some 5,000 workers in 
activities ranging from the kitchen and piace services to artisanal work, 
with a total budget for the workshops on the order of 4-5 million livres (over 
100,000 tumans), i.e. one-seventh to one-eighth of total state expenditures.®^ 
Artisans in the royal workshops had relatively good working conditions, 
wages, and benefits. There were also separate royal "manufactories" of one 
sort or another, involving thousands more workers in the production of 
textiles, carpets, and porcelain, in all making the shah by far the biggest 
employer of labor in Iran (even leaving out the court, bureaucracy, and 
army). Some of the products, especially high-quality silks and carpets, were 
both used at court and exported abroad to Europe and India. 

A number of sources imply that the volume of commerce in Safavid Iran 
was relatively small, hindered by an undermonetarized economy (and 
conversely the large role of the agricultural sector), the difficulty of trans¬ 
portation, royal economic policy, and other factors.®® Merchants neverthe¬ 
less played a key role in the urban economy. They did not form permanent 
organizations similar to the guilds, but instead divided into more loosely 
affiliated groups based on their city of origin, nationality, and religion, or 
line of business, thus somewhat weakening their influence. Unlike the 
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guilds, too, they paid no shop taxes, but they were subject to customs dues 
levied on imported goods. Iranian merchants generally dominated the 
internal trade of Iran and had a far more limited role in the external trade. 
The key intermediaries in both import and export trade in Safavid Iran 
proved to be members of the Armenian merchant community, formed by 
forced migration to Isfahan after Shah 'Abbas's 1604 campaign in the 
Caucasus. Working with Armenians established in the Ottoman Empire, 
India, and Europe, they served as privileged agents of the shah in exporting 
Iran's raw silk and as independent merchants in their own right^ Despite 
the wealth accumulated by individual Iranian and Armenian merchants, 
there do seem to have been limits to their potential for capital investment 
as a class. Some of these have to do with the preponderance of the royal 
production and commercial sector and Safavid economic policy. Beyond a 
certain point, merchants tended to hoard capital or invest in land. They 
profited by the existence of price differentials in various areas and by 
wholesaling; certainly there were as yet no real capitalist production units 
based on wage labor.®^ 

The principal remaining urban groups in Safavid Iran included the 
ulama, the urban lower classes, women, and religious minorities. As Keddie 
observes, the term ulama is "a word inadequately rendered by 'clergy,' as 
their role is not to intercede between people and God, but to cany out 
Muslim law, education, charity, and so forA—a broader role than that of 
the Western clergy."^ There are several ways to conceptualize internal 
differentiation among the ulama in Safavid Iran. The standard distinction 
is a political one between official government appointees, and popular 
teachers and jurists. More recently. Said Amir Aijomand has revised the 
split in an interesting manner, at once cultural and political-economic, 
discerning an estate of clerical notables from Iranian, mostly land-owning 
families who converted to Shi'ism under the Safavids and maintained 
control over clerical institutions, and anew group of Shi'i scholars imported 
from Arab lands, some of whom were appointed to high office while others 
subsisted as independent scholars.^^ The complex pattern of cooperation 
and competition between the two groups ended with the ascendency of the 
religious professionals, and the role of Ais struggle in the fall of the Safavid 
dynasty will be examined in chapter three. Finally, one can note the varied 
material bases of different groups within the ulama. These include the role 
of some as landowners and high officials (part of the ruling class); the more 
independent, middle to upper class position of the many ulama connected 
by marriage, residence, and economic function to the bazaar as well as the 
sayyid strata who were often petty landowners or middle-class urban 
groups; and finally the markedly lower-class groups of darvishes and some 
more economically marginal sa)yids, both rural and urban.®* 
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The existence of a destitute urban underclass below the poorer artisans 
is hinted at in the sources. Olearius says that the lower classes in Isfahan— 
"the Scum of the Town"—frequented the taverns (while the upper classes 
patronized coffee and tea houses where poets and historians held forth). 
There is much evidence of a demi-monde of gambling houses, opium dens, 
and brothels in Safavid cities. An acquaintance of Chardin's, when they 
passed a beggar, replied to Chardin's question of why he gave him no alms: 
"Itis because there are no poor in our kingdom, truly reduced to begging; 
and this dog who shouts at us is a scoundrel who begs from laziness; look 
at him, he's bursting from eating."^^ Chardin judged that the poorest 
subjects of Iran, in the countryside or in the cities, were well enough off, 
well-nourished, and clothed, and worked less hard than the poor of Europe. 
Eskandar Beg Monshi, however, makes reference to "the poor and needy, 
both men and women" who lived "in most of the large cities."^ 

Of urban women generally, who crossed all class strata, the sources do 
not say a great deal. Most women of course engaged in productive activity 
in the household—cooking, cleaning, raising children, making clothing 
(weaving and spinning). Upper-class women on the other hand were idle 
and urban women were to a great extent veiled and secluded generally.^^ 
Writing on the nineteenth century, Keddie observes that some women 
obtained an education, serving others in religious, medical, and commercial 
capacities.^2 According to Islamic law women received one-half the inheri¬ 
tance that men did, although Keddie notes that this, "plus the fact that a 
married woman continues to hold her own property, is more favorable to 
women than were most Western laws before this century."^^ 

A final urban group that crossed class lines comprised the main religious 
minorities. The merchant activities of the Christian Armenians have been 
discussed above; there were also numerous skilled artisans in the commu¬ 
nity. Keyvani gives a comprehensive list of the economic activities of the 
estimated 30-35,000 Jews of Iran, including women: "Large numbers of them 
were silk weavers, dyers, goldsmiths, jewellers, druggists, wine makers and 
wine sellers, brokers, second hand dealers, ambulatory vendors, musicians, 
dancers, and singers. A definite preponderance of Jews was observed in 
midwifery and in certain highly remunerated female occupations, e.g. 
brokeresses {dallala-ha) who carried messages and negotiated between 
Muslim harim ladies, suppliers of recipes for love potions and magic concoc¬ 
tions, and story-tellers."^ On the other hand, Emerson suggests that many 
were poor, while others prudently gave the impression of being so; accord¬ 
ing to the early nineteenth-century historian John Malcolm, they were often 
poor.^® Chardin says that the Zoroastrian community, totalling perhaps 
80,000 people, lived throughout Iran, but especially at Kirman and Yazd. 
They were industrious and worked as agricultural laborers or textile work- 



The Iranian Social Formation, circa 1630 


35 


ers, but rarely if ever as artisans or merchants. Few received an education 
and most were very poor.^ 


International Trade and Relations with the West through 1630 

Iran has had a long history of economic, political, cultural, military, and 
diplomatic relations with the West going back at least to the Greek and 
Persian wars of the fifth centuiy B.C., but the Dark and early Middle Ages 
in Europe, coupled with the rise of Islam and later the Ottoman Empire to 
a great extent cut off contact between Iran and the West. The kingdom's 
principal relations then shifted to its neighbors to the immediate west—the 
Ottomans—and east—the dynasties of India. The thirteenth centuiy saw 
the beginning of commercial relations between Iran and the Italian city- 
states of Genoa and Venice, and in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries 
Iranians increasingly crossed Anatolia to meet European traders in Otto¬ 
man Bursa and the ports of the eastern Mediterranean. In the fifteenth 
century the European silk industry underwent a great expansion, making 
Bursa the international market for raw silk and Iran the main source of 
Middle Eastern silk cultivation.^^ 

The rise of a Shi'i dynasty in Iran in 1501 changed the equation dramat¬ 
ically by inaugurating a long period of hostilities or outright warfare 
between the Ottomans and the Safavids, especially from 1512 to 1555 and 
the 1580s to 1616, that severely disrupted the trade patterns of the past The 
high volume "peddling trade" of small merchants managed to continue in 
the sixteenth century, but the wars and high peace-time tariffs cut heavily 
into the overland silk routes and Bursa's prominence. With the reign of 
'Abbas and the beginning of the seventeenth century a new interest arose 
both in Iran and Europe for commercial and military alliances designed to 
circumvent and undermine the intervening Ottoman power. The keys to 
'Abbas's project both economically and politically were the establishment 
in 1619 of a Safavid monopoly on Iran's valuable raw silk exports and 
attempts to open up alternative water routes through Russia or the Persian 
Gulf in addition to the longstanding overland route through Ottoman 
territory. 'Abbas took one-third of all silk produced in Iran as the royal share 
and paid the producers for the rest at fixed rates. Anyone seeking to export 
silk from Iran through any source but the state was required to pay high 
customs. The most often quoted estimate of Iran's total silk harvest is 
Oleatius's 20,000 bales (roughly 2,000 tons); Inalcik feels that 1,000 tons 
would probably be a more realistic figure for the annual production of raw 
silk in the 1620s, of which perhaps two-thirds was exported to Europe.^ 
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From Iran's point of view, raw silk was the key commodity exported, 
followed at a great distance by finished silk and carpets, wool, some pre¬ 
cious stones such as turquoise, dried fruits, and tobacco. From a world-wide 
point of view, it was merely one commodity that fit into a much larger 
pattern of trade that was just emerging in the seventeenth century and 
whose two main products were spices from the Far East and gold and silver 
bullion from the Americas. To some extent these currents met in Iran, as 
Olearius points out: "There is not any nation in aU Asia, nor indeed almost 
of Europe, who sends not its Merchants to Isfahan, whereof some sell by 

Whole-sale, and others by Retail (These include over 12,000 Indians and] 

Tartars, Turks, Jews, Armenians, Georgians, English, Dutch, French, Italians 
and Spaniards."^^ A more detailed look at the emergence and development 
of Iran's international trade with both Europe and Asia, from 1500 up to 
about 1630, would show the rise of new, more extensive relations with the 
West, ones built on reciprocity and rough equality within the embryonic 
European-centered world-system. Italian trade peaked by 1600 and de¬ 
clined thereafter due to recession and competition. The Portuguese, who 
tried to dominate much of Asia militarily, fell by the sword in the Gulf when 
Safavid troops took their island forts of Qishm and Hurmuz with En glish 
naval assistance in 1622, moving the trade to the mainland town of 
Gombrun, renamed Bandar 'Abbas. 

The English, Dutch, and later in the seventeenth century, the French, all 
came to Iran primarily as traders, not belligerents. The English East India 
Company (EIC) entered the ambit of the Iranian economy after 1615 for two 
reasons: to purchase silk directly at its source and to export as maiur 
European (and Asian) commodities as possible to avoid paying in cash.'® 
On both counts its success through 1630 was limited, although its accom¬ 
plishment in opening up the trade should not be underestimated, for it 
heralded the emergence in embryo of a world-system of markets. Spanish 
silver came from the Americas to Europe, where the English purchased it 
for trade in the East and used the spices and other products (among them 
Iranian silk) obtained in the East to finance their silver purchases in France, 
Spain, and the Netherlands. The EIC profited at severi points in the chain 
of transactions—Europe, Iran, and India. Nevertheless, this emerging new 
system was both fragile and still somewhat inchoate in 1629, the year of 
'Abbas's death. The EIC's position in Iran was far from overwhelming—^it 
lacked cash, its cloth was often of poor quality, the trade routes were long 
and uncertain. Finally, just when the English star appeared to be rising most 
rapidly in the mid-1620s after the victory at Hurmuz, a well-organized 
competitor appeared on the horizon. 

The Dutch United East India Company (hereafter VOC, from its Dutch 
initials) fashioned a powerful combination of the Portuguese military 
model and the English merchant capital one. The overall project of Dutch 
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Asiatic trade is classically captured in a letter of 1619 from Jan Coen to the 
directors: 


Piece goods from Gujarat we can bcirter for pepper and gold on the coast of 
Sumatra, rials and cottons from the coast for pepper in Bantam, sandalwood, 
pepper and rials we can barter for Chinese goods and Chinese gold; we can 
extract silver from Japan with Chinese goods, piece goods from the 
Coromandel coast in exchange for spices, other goods and rials, rials from 
Arabia for spices and various other trifles—one thing leads to the other. And 
all of it Cctn be done without any money from the Netherlands and with ships 
alone. We have the most important spices already. What is missing then? 
Nothing else but ships and a Ettle water to prime the pump. Is there any other 
country in the world with more ships than the Netherlands? Is there a 
shortage of water with which to prime the pump? (By this I mean sufficient 
money so that the rich Asian trade maybe established). Hence, gentlemen and 
good administrators, there is nothing to prevent the Company from acquiring 
the richest trade in the world.^^ 

To a great extent this pro] ect was successfully carried out: By 1629 the VOC 
is acknowledged to have caught and surpassed the English in the new trade 
of the Persian Gulf. Braudel attributes Dutch success to its superior access 
to Spanish silver, the motor of the Asian trade.^^ Jq added the 

capture of the bulk of the world spice market, which unlocked the supply 
of Iranian raw silk. The Dutch worked more closely with Shah 'Abbas and 
the local Armenian merchants than did the English, but for all this they were 
not one-sided victors in the new trade. In the first place the English were 
far from eclipsed decisively at this point. In the second, the Dutch had their 
problems with the Iranian authorities, while other difficulties included the 
inelasticity of the spice market, compounded by Dutch overproduction of 
pepper and competition from Indian merchants, as well as the logistical 
challenge of transporting raw silk from Isfahan to the Gulf and then to the 
Netherlands via Surat in India, a trip of one to one and a half years. The 
Dutch-Saf avid trade was (more or less) a trade between equals; as the Dutch 
themselves acknowledged in 1650 it was not based on conquest as in the 
Banda Islands and Taiwan, or on monopoly-contracts as in the Moluccas, 
but in a class 


"with several other Oriental kings eind princes, whether by formal agreements, 
or by free admission as merchants on the same footing as those of all other 
nations who are allowed to trade in their lands, at the pleasure of the ruler 
concerned." Or, as they noted elsewhere: "in neutral places with free peoples, 
where we find the laws and cannot impose our own."^ 
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The trade was nevertheless very profitable and important to the Dutch, 
already in the 1620s. 

In addition to these new ties with Europe, Safavid Iran conducted 
important international relations with powers closer to home—India, the 
Ottomans, Russia, and the Central Asian Uzbek khanates. Of these, the 
friendliest contacts were between Iran and Mughal India, which engaged 
in a fairly extensive trade and diplomacy. Iranian imports from India in¬ 
cluded silk and cotton goods, sugar, rice, coffee, spices, perfumes, precious 
stones, dyestuffs, and steel. In exchange, Iran sent India its agricultural 
products (fresh fruit, dried fruit, nuts, rose-water, and dyestuffs), fine silk 
textiles and carpets, manufactures such as porcelain and leather goods, and 
horses (on which large profits were made though few were sent). Though 
this trade was to a certain degree complementary, the balance was definitely 
not in Iran's favor.^^ The Ottoman Empire was even closer to Iran, both 
prosperous in itself and the land gateway to Europe, but the natural 
tendency for a large trade with and through the Ottoman territories was to 
a significant degree offset by the shifting conditions of war and peace 
between the two Islamic empires. The overall context was much less that of 
an extensive Ottoman-Iranian exchange of products, than a transit trade to 
the Mediterranean ports and European markets.^® Direct Russian contact 
with Iran became possible around the mid-sixteenth century. The principal 
Russian export was a state monopoly in furs, while from tiie Iranian side 
came fine silk and some cotton textiles, raw silk, leather, and precious 
stones. It would probably be most accurate to conclude that in this period 
a modest and somewhat irregular trade with Russia was established 
through both royal and private channels.^^ 

In assessing the overall pattern of Iran's relations with the international 
economy, 1615 is the key moment from which sustained commercial contact 
with Europe should be dated. In the 1620s, a direct trade was started up 
between the Safavid state and the Dutch and English East India companies, 
a trade which, taken as a whole, was one between more or less equal parties. 
Favorable to Iran was the fact that the terms and partners in Ae trade of 
silk, the key commodity, were determined by Shah 'Abbas in free negotia¬ 
tions with the Europeans. As Ralph Davis has written with regard to the 
Armenian merchants' dealings with the European companies: "five En glish 
were not foreign traders using economic power to exploit a poor and 
backward people; they were tolerated foreigners living in a highly civilised 
community with local merchants, as rich, as well-informed, and as sharp as 
themselves."^ The types of products exchanged involved manufactures 
and raw materials on both sides, as well as a favorable balance for Iran in 
terms of an inflow of silver bullion. On the less auspicious side was the fact 
that transport was in the hands of the Europeans by virtue of their direct 
sea-routes to the Middle and Far East The revolution in long-distance 
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shipping after 1500 meant that the apportionment of total profits would 
favor the party which brought the products to their final markets and this 
meant the Europeans, not the shah. So here a gap was opening in technol¬ 
ogy that would widen into a whole new pattern of trade, though only in 
the coming two centuries. An assessment of the overall extent of Iran's 
relations with the West as of circa 1630 must conclude therefore that despite 
the real significance of the opening of trade relations for the Europeans, 
there is no possibility of dependence at this early stage in the emergence of a 
capitalist world-economy. 

In Wallerstein's world-systemic terms, seventeenth-century Iran would 
be classified as "a world-empire in the external arena." World-empires were 
world-systems (i.e., "a unit with a single division of labor and multiple 
cultural systems"), with a common political system: "World-empires were 
basically redistributive in economic form. No doubt they bred clusters of 
merchants who engaged in economic exchange (primarily long-distance 
trade), but such clusters, however large, were a minor part of the total 
economy and not fundamentally determinative of its fate."^® The pattern of 
trade and commerce in Safavid Iran certainly fits this characterization. On 
the relationship of the emerging European to the non-European world- 
systems in the sixteenth century, Wallerstein writes: "Once the Hapsburg 
dream of world-empire was over—and in 1557 it was over forever—the 
capitalist world-economy was an established system that became almost 
impossible to unbalance. It quickly reached an equilibrium point in its 
relations with other world-systems: the Ottoman and Russian world-em¬ 
pires, the Indian Ocean proto-world-economy."^^ Iran was rather marginal 
to and thus not part of the "Indian Ocean proto-world-economy" (which 
encompassed Java, Ceylon, and East Africa); rather, though Wallerstein 
nowhere attempts to explicitly so classify it, the Safavid social formation 
clearly belongs with the Ottoman and Russian ones, as a world-empire in 
its own right 

By 1640, vis-a-vis the European capitalist world-economy, Iran should be 
considered part of the "external arena." Again, Wallerstein: 

We shall denote this distinction as one between the periphery of a world- 
economy cind its external arena. The periphery of a world-economy is that 
geographical sector of it wherein production is primarily of lower-ranking 
goods (that is, goods whose labor is less well rewarded) but which is an integral 
part of the overall system of the division of labor, because the commodities 
involved are essential for daily use. The external arena of a world-economy 
consists of those other world-systems with which a given world-economy has 
some kind of trade relationship, based primarily on the excheinge of preciosi¬ 
ties, what was sometimes called the "rich trades."®® 
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The Ottoman Empire to Iran's west and Asia to its east, both belong, for 
Wallerstein, in the external arena in the sixteenth century.*^ In the seven¬ 
teenth century both may have begun to move closer to the periphery of the 
European world-system, the Ottomans on a basis of political-military equal¬ 
ity, parts of the Far East increasingly as proto-colonies. Neither, however, 
really entered into peripheral status, as had all of "Latin" America by the 
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.*^ Safavid Iran was even further from 
such incorporation than the Ottomans and the rest of Asia in the period up 
to 1630—at once economically and politically more difficult to penetrate and 
control. The Europeans were forced to come there with cash if they wanted 
Iranian silk and imposed no terms on the seller (unlike their position in the 
Asian spice trade). The results of the above analysis clearly situate the 
Iranian social formation of circa 1630 as a world-empire in the external arena 
of the emerging capitalist world-system. Indeed, as much as any non-Euro¬ 
pean world-empire, Iran could consider Europe as part of its external arena. 
That is, both the Iranian and European economies, though now in contact 
with one another, were relatively self-sufficient and when seeking the 
products of the other, did so as equals. This important base-line finding for 
the seventeenth century should be held in mind as we contemplate the 
significant changes to come. 


The Social Structure of Pre-Capitalist Iran 

It is now time to draw this emerging picture of social structure together. 
Various scholars have attempted to characterize seventeenth-cenhuy Iran 
as a whole. Minorsky, for example, terms the early Safavid system "tribal 
feudalism" and speaks of the "great transformation" by the reign of Shah 
'Abbas to "patrimonial absolutism," a lead which has been followed by 
Keddie, Bausani, and Banani.*^ Such terms are useful in that they hint at 
the mixed economic bases of the Iranian social formation, an approach which 
has been absent in the Marxist literature on Iran. A majority of the Marxist 
historians have simply characterized pre-capitalist Iran as feudal, sometimes 
with a qualifier such as "specifically Iranian feudalism," "Asiatic feudalism," 
or "feudal-nomad formation."*^ This strategy is vitiated by the obvious 
importance of both the tribal sector and urban craft production, while even 
in the agrarian sector of the economy one finds few characteristics of 
feudalism: no hereditary nobility, no juridical serfs, few labor services, no 
manorial system. 

A few Marxist scholars have tentatively proposed the Asiatic mode of 
production as an alternative to these difficulties.®^ Key elements of this 
concept include the absence of private property in land, with a strong state 
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claiming sole possession and collecting tax or tribute from numerous, small, 
self-sufficient villages. This is an improvement over feudalism if a single 
mode of production must be posited, but again, the large pastoral nomadic 
component of society and the vigorous non-state directed lurban sector fall 
largely outside the model, while the agrarian economy included private 
landowners, vaqf properties, and individual peasant cultivators in addition 
to extensive crown holdings. 

A better approach to the problem is provided by the modes of production 
perspective. This views the whole system as a social formation made up of 
three distinct but interacting modes of production corresponding to the 
three major economic sectors already identified by empirical analysis—a 
pastoral nomadic mode of production in the rural tribal sector, a peasant 
crop-sharing mode of production in the agricultural economy, and a petty- 
commodity mode of production in urban areas. Diagram 2.1 identifies the 
classes and social groups found in seventeenth-century Iran in light of a 
modes of production approach (percentages indicate the proportion of the 
population in each sector). The result is a conceptualization that acknowl¬ 
edges the complexity of social structure in pre-capitalist Iran and provides 


DIAGRAM 2.1 The Seventeenth-Century Iranian Social Formation 
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a basis for grasping the nature and dominant position of the Safavid state 
in this period. 

The pastoral-nomadic mode of production was controlled by a ruling 
class of tribal chiefs, supported by a dominated class of pastoralists and an 
underclass of flockless tribespeople. An intermediate dominated class of 
tribesmen served in the military as soldiers and lived (at least when cam¬ 
paigning) somewhat better than the ordinary pastoralist. In the urban 
economy, the basic labor process centered on petty-commodity craft pro¬ 
duction by artisans working with their own tools in their own shops. Above 
them were found the wealthier merchants, and at the top of the social 
structure, the shah, who taxed them all and operated his own royal work¬ 
shops. The variety of j oumeymen and day laborers constituted a dominated 
social class, while below them were the poor and unemployed of the urban 
marginal underclass. The ulama, as a social group with a range of class 
situations, can be divided into the official clerics appointed by the shah at 
the top of the social structure and the more popular ulama of the bazaar, 
ranked alongside the guild masters with whom they had ties. 

While both pastoral nomadism and petty commodity production are 
found in the works of Marx and his successors, the "peasant crop-sharing" 
mode of production is a new coinage, conceived as an alternative to an 
unsatisfactory feudalism in the agrarian sector of the economy. As empirical 
analysis indicated, the agrarian sector surplus was appropriated in the form 
of a share of the crop produced by peasants with security of tenure. This 
holds true whether toe dominant class involved consisted of private land¬ 
lords, the shah on his crown lands, ti)ml-holders on state lands assigned by 
toe shah, or vaqf administrators. There was also a less numerous group of 
small-holding peasants and in some larger villages a relatively better off 
stratum of shopkeepers, mill-owners, and the like. On toe same level as toe 
peasantry were certain village craftspeople such as smiths and carpenters, 
while on that of toe underclass of landless peasants below were providers 
of services including bath house attendants, barbers, and field guards. Since 
the peasantry controlled its labor process, but surrendered the surplus as a 
share of the crop, the term peasant crop-sharing mode of production has 
been used here. 

The modes of production approach illuminates toe reasons for the dom¬ 
inant overall position of the Safavid state in toe period of Shah 'Abbas. The 
ruling class of Iran was spread over the three modes of production and 
consisted of a disunited array of tribal khans and governors, landlords and 
fiyzd-holders, official ulama and perhaps some large merchants, in addition 
to toe shah and his household. The Safavids not only benefited from the 
economic, geographic, and ethnic fragmentation of toeir potential rivals, 
but were themselves involved in each of toe modes of production—as 
leaders of toe tribal and standing army, possessors of crown lands and 
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distributors of tiyuls, owners of the royal workshops, collectors of guild 
taxes and customs and tolls from the merchants, and monopolizers of the 
lucrative trade in raw silk and a few other items. No other elite group was 
in a position to capture more than a fraction of Iran's overall surplus, due 
both to location in a sole mode of production and the need to divide it 
among themselves, whereas the Safavids took a proportion of almost all of 
it®^ This power was reinforced ideologically: The only groups with legiti¬ 
mating authority that crossed modes of production were the Safavids 
themselves as monarchs and the ulama as the bearers of Islam, and in the 
main the Safavids succeeded in imposing their claims in this arena. Such a 
situation goes a long way toward explaining the overwhelming hegemony 
of the Safavid state in the reign of 'Abbas. 

Finally, Banani, Keddie, and Reid among others have argued that pre¬ 
capitalist Iran should be conceptualized in "vertical" estate-type divisions 
as much as "horizontal," class ones.®^ There is certainly an element of truth 
to such claims, in the sense that contemporaries, especially the elites who 
left the records, so saw the world and acted accordingly in intra-group 
rivalries, mobilizing supporters among their subordinates. When tribi 
pastoralists, for example, came into contact more frequently with their own 
chiefs than with urban artisans or even sedentary villagers, it should not be 
surprising that they were bound by various ties to the elite that dominated 
them and were separated in many ways from the other dominated classes 
of Iran. That there was no cohesive dominated class, class consciousness or 
class action across the modes of production Qust as there was no unified 
ruling class) does not diminish the reality of classes within each mode of 
production. In fact, the difficulties of alliance between dominated classes 
located in different modes of production become more intelligible in the 
light of the present analysis: In Lukacsian terms, classes-in-themselves 
(with definite objective positions in a system of unequal social relations) 
did exist in seventeenth-century Iran. What Reid and others suggest by an 
accent on vertical groupings is ^e difficulty of the formation of classes-for- 
themselves, that is, with consciousness of their objective situation and 
collective organization and action based on this. 


Ideological and Political Conceptions in Safavid Iran 

The sources of legitimacy form part of any consideration of social struc¬ 
ture and social power. In seventeenth-century Iran, these centered on the 
religious and political claims of the Safavid shahs, the embryonic opposi¬ 
tional element in the Shi'a political culture of the time, and the other 
manifestations of popular consciousness that can be discerned in the pop- 
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ulation. Key ideas about the duties of kingship in general include notions 
of the king as bringer of order, dispenser of justice, wager of war, and 
furtherer of prosperity. Both Islam and the earlier ethic (and political 
economy) of kingly patrimonialism influenced ideas about justice and are 
reflected in the literature known as "mirrors for princes," edifying manuals 
of rule for the leaders of the medieval Islamic world. Ghazali, for example, 
wrote that the ruler should avoid the extremes of tyranny and weakness 
and cites the saying of the wise that "religion depends upon kingship, 
kingship upon the army, the army upon material possessions and material 
possessions and material prosperity upon justice."®* 

Related to these conceptions is the ideal of a hierarchical social order 
based on the maintenance of definite groups, or classes, of people. A 
seventeenth-century work, the Jami'i Mufidi, suggests this arrangement of 
the social order: "The first class consists of the chief military and civil 
officials and the court; the second comprises the religious classes; the third 
class is composed of landowners, merchants, craftsmen, such as architects 
and goldsmiths; and the fourth class of artisans, other craftsmen, the people 
of the bazaar, and workmen."®^ The shah's role is to see that each of the 
classes carries out its duties and that the harmonious social order is pre¬ 
served. The claims of the shahs to be "Shadow of God on Earth" {zilla allah 
fi'l-arzt), "King of Kings" (shahanshah), possessors of dawk ("turn of fortune," 
i.e. the right to rule) and "kingly glory" (Farr), tapped both Islamic and 
pre-Islamic sources to legitimate Aeir position atop this hierarchy.^ 

The Safavids drew naturally on this centuries-old tradition of sacral 
kingship and patrimonialism, but they also created a new, complex synthe¬ 
sis evoldng several (primarily religious) bases of authority, particularly in 
the reign of the founder of the dynasty, Isma'il. Isma'il made extravagant 
claims in his poetry variously associating himself with or suggesting he was 
either 'Ali, the Hidden Imam (the ntahdi) or sometimes Allah himself, and 
derived great charisma and devoted followers from among the tribes that 
brought him to power. Beginning with Tahmasp, the extreme mahdistic 
tenet fell by the wayside, but the Safavids retained three basic sources of 
legitimacy: as representatives of the mahdi through alleged descent from the 
seventh Shi'i Imam, Musa ril-Kazim, which led to the claim of possessing 
'isma (infallibility); as spiritual directors (murshid) of the Safavid order of 
Sufis, from whom they could command absolute obedience (this appealed 
in particular to their tribal supporters); and by claiming royal descent from 
Yazdigird III, the last Sasanian (pre-Islamic) monarch (whose daughter, 
moreover, was supposed to have married 'Ali's younger son, Husayn). 
Under 'Abbas the theocratic basis of rule shifted further in the direction of 
a more secular absolutism. Chardin's view from the 1670s that "there is 
surely no sovereign in the world as absolute as the king of Persia" is echoed 
in the 1720s by Pere Krusinski: "there is not, perhaps, in the Universe, aKing 
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that is more Master of the Life and Fortune of his subjects, than was Shah 
Abbas and his Successors."^^ 

Though Shah 'Abbas retained certain religious claims to authority which 
were doubtless effective among the peasantry, tribes, and many townspeo¬ 
ple, the ulama in the seventeenth century posed challenges to the unmiti¬ 
gated powers of the monarchy. To do this, they tapped the radical ambiguity 
inherent in Shi'a Islam's treatment of the central questions of authority and 
legitimation. Arjomand identifies three possible attitudes toward secular 
authority in any religious belief system: compliance with authority, oppo¬ 
sition to it, or indifference. Following from these are a variety of modes of 
religiosity: World-rejecting tendencies in a religion generally lead to indif¬ 
ference to nonreligious social action and independence or separation of 
religion and politics, while world-embracing attitudes are more ambigu¬ 
ous.^^ When the infant twelfth Imam disappeared without a trace in 873/874, 
the group which would evolve into the Twelver Shi'is in the next century 
or so elaborated a theory of occultation (ghaybat): that he was in hiding and 
would appear only at the end of time as the nwhdi to restore justice to the 
world. This provided a basis for the separation of religion and politics— 
good Shi'is were piously indifferent to secular power, their focus being 
other-worldly. This apparent separation of the theological and politick 
spheres allowed some Shi'is from the tenth century onward to participate 
in governments with the goal of making them more ethical and to prevent 
abuses, while others dissimulated their faith before the state and avoided 
it as usurped and evil. But paradoxically, a third position beyond compli¬ 
ance or indifference was derivable from the theory of occultation: Politics 
and religion may be separate spheres while the Imam is in hiding, but the 
Hidden Imam may appear at any moment to take charge of both spheres, 
righting injustice and banishing oppression.^^ Alongside the attitudes de¬ 
riving from quietistic mystical piety another mode of religiosity was thus 
possible—charismatic, millenaiian, activist Shi'ism might induce, in fact, 
two related, but opposite tendencies in its adherents: normally other¬ 
worldly and quietistic, but at times (and the rise to power of the Safavids 
around 1500 was an example) messianic, revolutionary, and utopian. Abso¬ 
lute legitimacy belonged only to the Hidden Imam, but in his absence, in 
both revolutionary and stable times, functional or derivative authority 
might be claimed by both the government and the ulama.^ 

These problems were reproduced in ulama-state relations during the 
Safavid period. The ulama generally could support some of the elements of 
Safavid religious policy as the sixteenth century wore on, most notably the 
basic establishment of Shi'ism as the religion of Iran and Tahmasp's moves 
to eliminate the extremist beliefs associated by his qizilbash followers with 
Isma'il. In a sense a kind of compromise was put in place: The divine right 
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of kings as Shadow of God appears in theological works of the period and 
the right of the shah to obedience was acknowledged at the same time as 
his obligation to be just (Arjomand considers this legitimating, but not 
sacralizing, kingship as political, temporal rule).^^ Thus a number of the 
ulama, who may be called the "official ulama," had connections with the 
court and Iranian elite through office-holding, tax exemptions, and mar¬ 
riages.^^ 

But the underlying legitimation issue of who represented the Imams 
remained. Already in the sixteenth century the shahs' claims to be the 
Hidden Imam's deputy had been challenged. By the later seventeenth 
century, the existence of conflicting claims is recorded in an interesting 
passage in Chardin: 

The Iranians thus ctre divided among themselves, concerning who should 
represent [the Hidden Imam] ctnd be sovereign in both spiritual and temporal 
matters. The ulama [gens d'iglise], and with them all the devout, and aU those 
who profess a strict observance of religion, claim that in the absence of the 
imam, the royal throne should be filled by a sinless mujtahid ... but the most 
common opinion, which has prevailed, is that in truth this right belongs to a 
direct descendant of the imams; but that it is not absolutely necessary that this 
descendant be pure nor learned to such a degree of perfection, being none¬ 
theless the true lieutenant of God and vicar of the prophet and imams. As I 
just Scdd, this is the dominant view, because it establishes and affirms the right 
of the ruling king.^^ 

Chardin goes on to report the considerable underlying antipathy of some 
of the ulama toward the Safavids: 

"How is it possible," say the ulama, "that these impious kings, drinkers of wine, 
carried away by passion, could be the vicars of God and communicate with 
heaven, receiving the light necessary to guide the faithful? How can they 
resolve cttses of conscience and doubts of faith, as a true lieutenant of God must, 
these men who sometimes can hardly read? Our kings being iniquitous and 
unjust, their dominationis a tyranny, to which God has subjected us to punish 
us, after taking from the world the legitimate successor of his prophet. The 
supreme throne of the universe should belong only to a mujtahid, a man who 
possesses sanctity and learning beyond the ordinary. It is true that since the 
mujtahid is holy and thus a peaceful mein, there must be a king to carry the 
sword for the exercise of justice; but this should be only as his minister and 
dependent upon him."^® 

These attitudes found expression in the views that the shahs' confiscations 
of property were illegal, that the civil courts and urban government were 
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tyrannical and founded on force, and the reluctance on the part of some 
ulama to accept office and their preference instead to be ranked with the 
taxable subject population.^ 

Whether such negative evaluations were widespread or not is difficult 
to discern. There is little doubt that the Safavids tended to impose their 
hegemony on the rest of society. The strongest legitimating combination 
was a powerful and pious shah, such as Tahmasp and perhaps 'Abbas could 
claim to be; in any case, 'Abbas was famous for his degree of control over 
the religious establishment. The result was, in Arjomand's view, the some¬ 
times uneasy coexistence of two sets of legitimating principles of authority, 
one religious, the other patrimonial, monarchic, and tribal. One might 
conclude, however, contra the overall thrust of Arjomand's argument, that 
on the whole religion was simply not the decisive factor in the politics of 
the Safavid period. It was clearly important, but reasons of historical con¬ 
tingency—its role in the Safavids' rise and its use by both the state and 
ulama for legitimation purposes, as well as the splits between clerical 
notables and religious professionals, and Safavid royal prestige—all com¬ 
bined to soften its impact in any single direction. This is not to say that the 
ulama did not possess significant power and prestige in this period, as well 
as lay some of the groundwork for more successful challenges to later, less 
imposing d)masties. 

The religious authority of the ulama among the people, and in particular, 
among the urban population, gradually grew in Ae course of the institu¬ 
tionalization of Shi'ism during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. 
Sixteenth-century texts mention taqlid —the desirability of "imitating" or 
following a leading mujtahid, and ijtihad —the scholar's competence to 
determine legal norms—both rather innovative in light of earlier Shi'i 
jurisprudence. In Nasris view, "The mujtahids were often a protection for 
the people against the tyranny of various government officials and fulfilled 
a major function of both a religious and social nature."^'^^ Such ulama, for 
the most part unconnected with the state, may be termed the "popular" or 
"bazaar" ulama, by virtue of their closeness to the population. 

Shi'ism also fostered the development of a variety of key values, prac¬ 
tices, and ethics on the part of the individual believer. Faith {iman), broth¬ 
erly love, and assistance to others within the community came to be seen as 
important virtues for salvation. With the spread of Shi'ism too was activated 
in the mass of the population "a theodicy of suffering centered on the 
tragedy of Husayn's martyrdom in Karbala and, more importantly, of an 
other-worldly soteriology."^*^^ Under the political ethics of Islam, Arjomand 
notes jihad (both in the sense of a holy war to defend the faith and an inner 
struggle to preserve it), enjoining what is good while forbidding evil, and 
the "authority verse" of the Qur'an: "O believers, obey God, and obey the 
Messenger and those in authority among you."^*^^ Finally, conceptions of 
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justice and combatting its opposite, oppression, were potent values for 
believing Shi'is and rulers could be held to uphold the former or lose 
legitimacy before God in the eyes of the people. All of these attitudes, 
beliefs, and practices must be factored into the growing impact of Shi'a Islam 
on the Iranian population in the seventeenth, and subsequent, centuries. 

In addition to the religious components outlined above, a few other 
aspects of popular culture cind attitudes can be inferred from the available 
sources. In the tribal sector, for example, the phenomena termed ‘asabiyya, 
uymacjiyyat, and intisab all acted as principles of unity within the tribe. 
'Asabiyya carries meanings ranging from "zealous partisanship, party spirit" 
to "tribal solidarity, clannishness"; Reid defines it as "the obligations of 
individuals or family groups in any one uymaq to support one another 
according to the priorities of u)miaq solidarity." Uyrrmcjiyyat conveyed 
the sense of tribal loyalty or tribal ties, and contributed to the great fighting 
spirit of the qizilbash tribesmen. Reid also argues that kinship relations 
were of less importance than power relations in the authority structure of 
the Turkic tribes; that various unrelated families tended to cluster around 
a talented or successful leader (military or otherwise). Out of this arose a set 
of relationships called intisab, meaning "membership, affiliation," whether 
in a political, religious or genealogical group: "The weaker member at¬ 
tempted to further his master's position and wealth, while his master, in 
turn, treated the weaker member as his client or prot^g^."^®® Interestingly, 
too, based on the oral traditions of Central Asia, Reid discerns various 
oppositional tendencies among rural groups, as well as urban craftsmen, 
religious orders, and bandit organizations. The folk epic embodied in the 
Koroglu stories and its widespread evocation in Safavid literature of the 
seventeenth century "implies that a good deal of latent hostility toward the 
controlling uymaqs existed among the local populations, pastoral and agri¬ 
cultural."^^ 

In the urban sector, the guilds possessed long-standing secret ties with 
Sufi brotherhoods and fraternal or protective associations. Banani writes 
that these "posed the danger of possible 'proletarian' dissent and unruli¬ 
ness. 'Abbas I was apparently cognizant of this danger, since by means of 
the urban police he kept a close watch over the activities of the asnaf 
[guilds]."!®^ Under the later Safavid onslaught against the Sufi mystical 
orders, the guilds were gradually forced toward the Haydari, Ni'mati, and 
other factions, originally Sufi orders which had degenerated into hostile 
groups, sometimes manipulated and encouraged by the state "in order to 
deprive the bazaars of political unity and strength."^*^ Guild imperatives to 
act honestly were shared by the larger urban culture and value system of 
the futuwa orders, which have existed in Iran since the ninth or tenth 
century, extolling loyalty toward one's friends, support for the weak and 
oppressed, truthfulness, bravery, patience, and purity of motive. Ideals of 
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this type were carried earlier in Islamic history by the 'ayyaran —"groups of 
urban youths who in times of anarchy and oppression acted as an unofficial 
police in defense of the common people"^®^—and in nineteenth-century 
Iran by the lutis, local associations of men who would protect their district, 
make levies on the rich in the name of the poor, and provide for the 
education of poor and orphaned children. In the Safavid period, futuwa 
groups included not only guild members but also dervishes and poor 
people, usually under the guidance of a Sufi shaykh. 

Finally, some evidence exists on attitudes in Iranian society toward 
authority. Chardin provides the following insights into the nuances in¬ 
volved: 


notwithstanding what I have just said [about the popularity of a mulla Qasim 
who preached against the government], the Persians have a sincere submis- 
siveness which comes from the heart for the orders of their king, greater 
perhaps than any other people on etirth. They believe that kings are naturally 
violent and unjust, that one must consider them thus; and nevertheless, 
however unjust and violent their orders may be, one is obliged to obey them, 
except in cases of religion or conscience, as if it were a royal prerogative to 
commit any mcinner of injustice. One of their expressions of speech is "to play 
the king," to say "oppress someone and violate justice."... However, as I have 
said, they are the most submissive people in the world and one hasn't heard 
talk of uprisings or revolts in Persia for two hundred years. 

There are undoubtedly opposing currents at work here, a natural recogni¬ 
tion of injustice and abuse of power on the part of the population, coupled 
with an acceptance of the overwhelming power on the side of the court 
(though we shall soon see that uprisings and revolts were not negligible in 
Safavid Iran). Lambton feels that in "medieval Persia" there existed two 
contrasting social tendencies: equality, deriving both from Islam and Turk¬ 
ish tribal custom, alongside hierarchy, represented in the ethos of pre- 
Islamic monarchy and the longstanding elite families of Iran. The issue is 
certainly complex, with tendencies and counter-tendencies at all levels. For 
example, "Within the umma [community of believers] all were on an equal 
footing. There were no distinctions of rank, but there were distinctions of 
function."^^^ Reid's discussion of the evolution of Persian miniature paint¬ 
ing reveals some of these conflicting attitudes at the court as well: By the 
time of Shah 'Abbas and after in the seventeenth century, contemporary 
miniatures portray a contradictory complex of less deference than in earlier 
Safavid times, more individuality, lacl^daisical body-guards, lack of dis¬ 
cipline and "a vicious resentment for authority."^^^ Seventeenth-century 
art, in Richard Ettinghausen's view, became in general more realistic, atten¬ 
tive to the lives of ordinary people, at work and in relaxation.^^^ Poetry in 
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the Safavid period, among many other features, included more of the 
"language of the streets," according to Savory.^^^ Though much more 
analysis could be done in each of these areas, the picture emerges of a 
constellation of mixed emotions toward authority in Safavid Iran: TTie view 
that the government was evil, its officials unjust and their wealth usurped, 
and acquiescence to authority, or even cooperation and participation, ex¬ 
isted side by side, most manifestly in the urban setting. The result would 
be a situation fraught with considerable tension, to be activated from time 
to time in opposition. 
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Social Change in Iran 
from 1500 to 1800 


If the Revolution of Persia has been so astonishing, when taken only in a general View, and 
according to the very imperfect Ideas we can form of it from the Gazettes and other publick 
News Papers, we may affirm, it will appear still more amazing, when we come to give a 
particular Account of the remote Causes and Events that prepar'd the Way to it for above 
twenty Years. 

—Judasz Tadeusz BCrusinski, The History of 
the Lite Revolutions of Persia 

The centerpiece of social change in the "long" Safavid period from the 
sixteenth to the eighteenth centuries is the fall of the dynasty itself to a fairly 
small invading party of Afghan tribesmen at Isfahan in 1722, the event to 
which the Polish Jesuit Krusinski alludes in such perceptive terms above. 
The present chapter devotes itself in large measure to the "remote Causes" 
that prepared this event, starting with an inventory of the types of social 
change Aat occurred in Iran from 1500 to 1722, including those both internal 
and external to the social formation and its constituent parts—^tribal no¬ 
mads, urban groups, peasants, and the court. This establishes a context to 
evaluate the various theories that have been put forward to explain the 
dramatic fall of the dynasty and to contribute to this debate by drawing 
attention to the role played by fiscal crisis tendencies, on the one hand, and 
political and ideologic^ problems of the Safavid state, on the other (the 
fiscal crisis, in particular, has never been properly identified and brought 
to bear). A briefer examination follows of the successive tribal families that 
sought dominion in the course of an eighteenth centiuy marked by fairly 
frequent changes of "dynasty"—^the Afghans from 1722 to 1729, Nadir Shah 
and the Afshars from 1729 to 1746, Karim Khan Zand in Shiraz from 1750 to 
1779, and finally the rise of the Qajars to a more permanent position of 
power after 1785. The conclusion points to the negative developmental 
consequences of the fall of the Safavids and the centr^ity of the eighteenth- 


59 




60 


Social Change in Iran from 1500 to 1800 


century tribal civil wars as a watershed separating the independent and 
relatively dynamic political economy of the seventeenth century from the 
dependent and increasingly thwarted development of the nineteenth-cen¬ 
tury Qajar social formation, the subject of part two of this study. 


Types of Social Change under the Safavids, 1500-1722 
Internal Conflicts 

Two basic types of conflict emerged in Safavid Iran—social movements 
with a popular base, particularly urban-led uprisings but also involving 
tribal and peasant groups, and inter- and intra-elite conflicts over politick 
power, such as the sixteenth-century tribal civil wars, 'Abbas I's centraliza¬ 
tion effort, and the rise of the harem and ulama to influence over the later 
Safavid shahs. Popular social movements can be in part conceptualized as 
incipient class conflicts based on often fragile alliances among dominated 
groups, whereas elite struggles might be seen as "mode of production" or 
"sectoral" conflicts since these were waged at the top of the social structure 
between elites seeking control over the social surplus. The proto-class urban 
and peasant uprisings of the period failed because they could be contained 
within their modes of production and isolated in their geographical areas 
by a state that possessed overwhelming power vis-^-vis any single uprising. 
Elite struggles, however, would eventually play a role in undermining the 
Safavid state, along with other factors. Finely, it should be noted that many 
of the movements discussed spill over analytic boundaries and involved 
elements of both popular and elite participation, or urban, peasant, and 
tribal actors. 

Incipient class conflict can be discerned in several popular social move¬ 
ments of the Safavid period whose primary locus was in an urban setting. 
The events in eastern Khurasan known as the Harat revolution of 1535-37 
had roots in the repeated extortions of the local population by qizilbash 
governors, especially when the city was under siege by the Uzbeks, but also 
even in peacetime, hi late 1535 a "mob" of the poor of Harat miu-dered the 
extortionate governor in the baths. Resistance to qidlbash control was led 
by landowners and notables of the agricultural suburbs around the city, 
who had been severely oppressed by the qizilbash. When a plot was 
discovered and all the notables of Harat proper were imprisoned, a "popular 
army" of suburb-based revolutionaries besieged the city and called on the 
Uzbek leader Ubayd Khan for help. Dickson has analyzed the social com¬ 
position of the movement and its aims: "The nameless miller who advanced 
with sword in hand against the walls of Harit, the looting of the homes in 
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Harat at its entry, the references to the dahdtl and the rustdyi (the 'villagers' 
or 'peasants') in the movement, would indicate that an element of 'class 
warfare' and jacquerie were involved."^ Harat was abandoned by the 
Uzbeks in early 1537 and a compromise joint notable-qizilbash interim 
government was set up until the Safavid army liberating Khurasan from the 
Uzbeks entered the city and a general amnesty was issued. More acute 
class-based conflict occurred at Tabriz and Astarabad in the sixteenth cen¬ 
tury. The second largest city in Iran, Tabriz, witnessed a revolt by artisans 
and shopkeepers against an unpopular governor and other local notables 
between 1571 and 1573, requiring state military intervention to quell.^ The 
rebellions in Astarabad between 1537 and 1600 were an instance of a 
multi-faceted popular movement including artisans, peasants, and tribes- 
people, inspired by a secret egalitarian ideology, and led by elites who too 
frequently capitulated or changed course once in power. By 1600 the royal 
army had ended the revolt, with tribes and local people submitting their 
problems to Shah 'Abbas and returning to their tasks.^ 

Peasant involvement in popular social movements was more extensive, 
or at least better documented, than that of tribespeople. Reid has argued 
that "The peasants of Iran in the Safavid period were the furthest thing 
possible from a 'nonrevolutionary' peasantry. The record of rebellion as 
found in the various chronicles of the Safavid period is immense."^ Peasants 
supported the urban revolts at both Harat and Astarabad; their movements 
may have often involved secret associations with apocalyptic, egalitarian 
overtones. Eskandar Beg Monshi's chronicle records a revolt in the densely 
settled silk, tea, and rice-growing region of Gilan from 1593 to 1595 and 
articulates the courPs rather hostile view of the people of that province: 

The common people cire seditious to such a degree that, even when they are 
ruled by an independent sultan, some farmer's son has only to take to the 
forests in revolt for everyone to flock to his standard. On the first day, an 
enormous group gathers round him, but, on the very same day, either because 
there is some simple matter to be attended to, or because they hear a rumor 
from some ignorant fellow who does not even know what he is supposed to 
be doing himself, they disperse and pay the penalty for their foUy. The next 
day, they are capable of repeating the whole performance.... For the sake of 
being king for a day, they are ready to destroy themselves. . . . There are 
innumerable instances of this sort of behavior in the history of Gilan—perhaps 
it is something to do with the climate!^ 

In April 1629 a serious uprising broke out when a group of local Iranian 
ruling families led by a certain Kalinjar Sultan revolted against qizhbash 
control.^ These notables played on discontent due to excessive taxes to 
mobilize some 30,000 poor and common people "without name or position" 
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and defeated those officials who remained loyal to the shah, gaining control 
of the whole province. They seized royal warehouses and distributed goods 
among the people before meeting with final defeat in the summer. 

The numerousness of rebellions of several kinds, especially in the period 
from the 1520s to the 1630s, is as striking as the fact that virtually all of them 
failed to achieve significant gains for the majority of the population. Alli¬ 
ances of oppressed groups across modes of production lines were difficult 
to effect and sustain in Safavid Iran, and rarely occurred. Internal divisions 
and conflicts of interest also arose, such as the disputes in Gilan in 1629 over 
whether to protect or distribute merchants' goods that were seized. When 
disadvantaged groups did somehow manage to make contact, such as the 
peasants and townspeople of Harat in 1535, or the peasants, artisans, and 
tribespeople in the millenarian movements of Astarabad, a strong tendency 
can be discerned for their leaders to compromise and be coopted once in 
power. Where this failed to occur, provincial or central authorities stepped 
in to crush real resistance—on occasion with some difficulty—an almost 
inevitable outcome given the primarily local character of the rebellions that 
took place. Reid's pessimistic conclusion about social movements in As¬ 
tarabad is that "The only effect the rebellions had was to make the lot of the 
peasants and urban laborers harsher and more unbearable."^ While this is 
true especially for the sixteenth century, when qizilbash governors often 
imposed heavy taxes on the population and warfare was endemic in the life 
of each generation, the more centralized absolutism of Shah 'Abbas after 
1600 and the long period of external peace after the Treaty of Zuhab with 
the Ottoman Empire in 1639 found an internal reflection in a far more 
quiescent seventeenth century, about which Krusinski could write with 
only some exaggeration, that "there was not one Town that discovered so 
much as a Thought of revolting."® 

Struggles for power at the top of the social structure were common 
throughout the Safavid period. One way to conceptualize these changes is 
in terms of the degree of centralization of the Safavid state, the key to which 
was the shah's relation to the qizilbash tribes. The form and degree of 
resistance of tribal chiefs to royal authority gradually changed as the 
balance of power shifted. By 1600, due to 'Abbas's centralization efforts, the 
great amirs declined in wealth, territory, and military manpower and their 
ambitions shrank from political control of provincial governorships to a 
desperate attempt to hold onto their social bases in the local pastoral units. 
'Abbas's reform measures sealed the fate of the sixteenth-century 
uyma^'tiibal state system and heralded a new Safavid absolutism that 
lasted well into the seventeenth century. Table 3.1 offers a periodization of 
this process in the Safavid period. 'Abbas's absolutist project endured for 
several generations after his death in 1629, until a constellation of factors 
led to a decline in Safavid hegemony by the early eighteenth century. 
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TABLE 3.1 Central vs. Decentralized State Power in Iran, 1500-1800 


Strong Central Control/Absolutism 

Decentralized Power/Tribal State 

1500-1524/6 

1526-1533 

1530S-1576 

1576-1590S 

1600-1690S 

Eighteenth Century 


One of the key elements in the centralization process of the seventeenth 
century was the conversion of state provinces \mamalik) administered by 
qizilbash chieftains who retained the bulk of the tax revenues generated in 
exchange for providing the shah with a contingent of troops on demand, 
into crown provinces (khassa) administered directly by an official of the 
central bureaucracy. This reduced qizilbash power in two important ways— 
economic and military, and thus as viable political rivals of the state as weU. 
The traveller Chardin suggested that the consequences of converting state 
to crown lands were quite negative for the Iranian people, the economy, 
and the state's military preparedness: Royal administrators increased taxa¬ 
tion to please the king and keep their appointments, transferred the surplus 
out of the provincial economies, and undermined the military preparedness 
of the state by replacing tribal commanders who controlled loc^ troops.^ 
Tribal amirs who used to serve as provincial governors lost ground politi¬ 
cally and economically to the Safavid state, but this would disclose its 
negative side when no provincial army rallied to the Safavids during the 
siege of Isfahan in 1722. Though hard to discern, it is quite probable that 
local tribal power increasingly reasserted itself in outiying areas of the 
empire by 1700. Certainly local protection broke down and freebooting 
increased. Meanwhile the decline in numbers, pay, and training of the 
standing army, corruption and neglect in high places, and the long peace 
with the Ottomans dl combined to seriously erode the regular army's 
morale and preparedness. 

Intra-elite conflict also increasingly plagued the court itself. The personal 
capacities of the Safavid shahs declined and the influence of the harem rose 
as a result of Shah 'Abbas's practice of bringing up his children not to rule 
provinces but in the confines of the harem, where they learned little of 
statecraft or military science. The last four Safavid shahs—Safi (ruled 1629- 
1642), 'Abbas II (1642-1666), Sulayman (1666-1694), and Sultan Husayn (1694- 
1722)—are variously described by observers as incompetent, neglectful 




64 


Social Change in Iran from 1500 to 1800 


rulers, given to overindulgence and drink.^^ As the shahs degenerated in 
capabilities, a private harem council of leading eunuchs, princesses, and 
mistresses became "the Arbiters of Affairs, the Dispensers of Employments 
and Favors, and Absolute Masters of the Govemment,"^^ deciding issues of 
war and peace, conducting foreign relations, and making appointments to 
all offices. Harem infighting and provincial bureaucratic abuses were 
linked, as alliances formed and positions were bought and sold, with 
intra-elite rivalries at court leading to frequent changes in both military and 
provincial appointments. Another elite which attained a new degree of 
power at the shah's expense in the latter stages of the seventeenth century 
was the highest-ranking ulama. There was not just a struggle to evolve a 
power base independent of the state; the ulama also achieved notable 
successes in directly controlling the last two shahs from 1666 to 1722. This 
attempt to influence the government from within intensified with the ap¬ 
pointment of the eminent mujtahid Muhammad Baqir Majlisi as shaylA 
al-islam of Isfahan in 1687. One of Majlisi's most historically consequential 
actions was the initiation of campaigns of persecution against not only the 
non-Muslim religious minorities, but also against Sunnis, thus alienating 
both the Afghans who eventually toppled the dynasty and potential sup¬ 
porters in the Caucasus, Kurdistan and Khurasan. 

In the long run, elite conflicts would prove more devastating to the 
Safavid state than internal social movements. Despite the numerousness of 
the popular movements that occurred, particularly in the sixteenth century, 
all were unsuccessful in altering the basic terms of power. Instead, under 
Shah 'Abbas, an absolutist state had triumphed by 1630, but one which 
required a strong, independent, active shah to direct the bureaucracy, 
conduct foreign relations, command the army, enforce justice, and foster 
trade. The crown land conversion project and the immuring of the royal 
princes in the harem revealed their limitations in the next generations, 
allowing a several-sided and fractious struggle for influence among the 
ulama, led by Majlisi, the harem, itself internally divided, and an excluded, 
discontented old-line qizilbash tribal and Iranian bureaucratic court and 
provincial administration. More than the popular mass-based social move¬ 
ments, these inter- and intra-elite conflicts at the top of the social formation 
gradually undermined the absolutist Safavid state by the turn of the eigh¬ 
teenth century. 


External Relations of Iran, 1630-1722 

Another form which development and social change took in Safavid Iran 
derived from external relations with Europe (especially Holland and En¬ 
gland) and the neighboring Russian, Ottoman, and Mughal empires.!^ In 
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chapter two, Iran was characterized from 1500 to 1630 as part of the external 
arena of the emerging capitalist world-economy, engaged in roughly egal¬ 
itarian patterns of trade with the European core countries that centered on 
luxury items such as silk rather than large-scale bulk commodities. The 
Dutch East India Company—the VOC—was Iran's pre-eminent trading 
partner for the balance of the seventeenth century. In the mid-1630s the 
VOC tried to achieve a monopoly on Iranian silk exports by cutting out both 
the English and the overland Levant trade but the project soon failed due 
to continued use of the other routes and sources, and a fall in prices in 
Europe that left a gross profit rate of only 25 percent The key to Dutch 
commercial supremacy in the seventeenth century was not its silk exports 
but rather its lucrative monopoly of the Asian spice trade into Iran. At 
Bandar 'Abbas in the 1670s John Fryer observed: "the greatest Traffick, next 
Indian Cloth, comes from the Spice Trade; which the Dutch engross, beside 
Sugar and Copper formerly, for which they carry off Fifty thousand 
Thomands worth of Velvets, Silk, Raw and Wrought, with Rich Carpets, 
besides many Tunn of Gold and Silver, Yearly."^® The Dutch, then, by 
selling spices (and some of the Indian cloth referred to) in Iran and purchas¬ 
ing a limited amount of silk, had a quite favorable balance of trade with Iran, 
a development which added to the Safavids' tendency toward fiscal crisis. 
The English EIC admitted their rival's predominance in a letter of 1664 from 
Bandar 'Abbas: "The Dutch walk away with aU, and (to our sorrow) are now 
the sole actors."^^ There is nevertheless some uncertainty as to whether or 
not Dutch commercial power may have peaked by the turn of the eighteenth 
century. Lockhart feels there was no decline before 1730, Boxer dates the 
beginnings of decline between 1700 and 1740.^^ Dutch shipping fell as 
Holland became embroiled in European wars. It would seem that while 
certain products experienced a decline in popularity or were eliminated 
from the trade altogether, others were found to take their place. The period 
after 1700orsomost likely witnessed less any absolute decline for the Dutch 
as a relative closing of the considerable gap that had separated them from 
their main rivals in Safavid Iran, the English. 

The English East India Company (EIC) attempted to build on its promis¬ 
ing beginnings in the silk trade after 'Abbas's death in 1629. Shortly after 
1640 however the English silk purchases stopped altogether, as prices fell 
in Europe and rose in Iran and supplies became difficult to obtain since 
Armenian merchants were apparently carrying the bulk of the crop over¬ 
land to the Levant ports on the Mediterranean. While a letter from Surat to 
the EIC of 1650/51 declares that "Persia is the most certain trade of all,"^® 
gerious problems were undermining the EIC both at home and in Asia. 
These included competition from the Dutch and other English traders, 
continued Armenian control of the overland routes, and the poor quality 
of English cloth. A new product, Kirmani goats' hair wool, was used in the 
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English hat and button industries after 1659; by 1698 exports had reached 
300 bales a year and large profits of 100 percent or more were made on its 
sale in England. The demand however stimulated the local wool-weaving 
sector in Kirman, which slowed exports to Europe. The best conclusion 
overall would probably be that by the first quarter of the eighteenth 
century, the Dutch were being commercially challenged by the EIC but less 
from any conspicuous English success in Iran than due to the EIC's rising 
fortunes in the world-system as a whole, particularly in the trade with 
China and India. Though the VOC remained first in Iran's foreign trade, 
the relationship with its main European competitor was no longer hege¬ 
monic, as in the period from 1650 to the 16k)s.^^ None of Iran's other 
European trading partners could come close to the volume and presence of 
England and Holland in the period under consideration here. 

A final, important set of countries in contact with Iran in the seventeenth 
century includes its immediate neighbors, mostly world-empires like Iran 
itself. Russia fits better into this group than it does among the European 
nations, due both to its relative isolation from Europe until this very period 
and to the fact that its proximity to Safavid Iran after 1600 made contact 
easier and entailed a "security" dimension which would explode into 
invasion and occupation in the 1720s. After turning inwards during the 
Time of Troubles (1603-13), the Russian economy began a recovery in the 
1640s. In 1673 Chardin reported that the Russian ambassador was given 
precedence over the French and English, the Iranians stating that "The 
Muscovite is our neighbor and our friend, and trade has been established 
between us without interruption and for a long time {d'anciennet€)."^ 
Notwithstanding this warm avowal, the amounts on the whole were prob¬ 
ably fairly modest without being negligible, as customs records show some 
forty Iranian merchants leaving Astrakhan in 1676 with Russian goods, 
thirty in 1680, twenty-five in 1681, fifty in 1686, twenty or more in 1687 and 
1688. Peter the Great, who ruled Russia from 1682 to 1725, sought more 
extensive commercial relations and though trade seems to have picked up, 
it cannot be judged great or continuous. He also harbored expansionary 
designs in the Caspian area, held in check until about 1720 by long wars 
with Sweden and conflicts with the Ottomans.^! 

Hostilities with the powerful Ottoman Empire to the west came to an end 
in 1639 and the resulting lengthy period of peace until the 1720s revitalized 
the overland routes from Iran to the Levant ports. Though the Asian spice 
trade was definitively diverted to sea-routes around Africa by the Europe¬ 
ans in the seventeenth century, this was not true of Iran's silk trade. The 
balance of this trade was greatly in Iran's favor, which had the positive effect 
of increasing the amount of money in circulation in Iran, but also exposed 
the economy to Ottoman inflation. The size of this transit trade is very 
difficult to estimate: Ferrier makes an "inspired guess" of a little less than 
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700,000 pounds sterling worth of imports from Turkey in the mid-seven¬ 
teenth century; in 1801 Malcolm thought it accounted for over one-quarter 
of Iran's total foreign trade.^ 

Iran's diplomatic and commercial relations with India in the seventeenth 
century were basically friendly, aside from a dispute over the city of 
Qand^ar. Trade in the Gulf with India was stimulated by the expulsion of 
the Portuguese, and the English report it had quadrupled in the 1630s. Fryer 
said that at Bandar 'Abbas in the 1670s the largest trade was that of Indian 
cloth; as much as one-third of total Indian production may have gone to or 
through Iran. The amount of Iran's trade with India is rather difficult to 
quantify; to use Malcolm's figures for a century after the period which 
interests us here, it represented some 22.5 percent of Iran's foreign trade. 
This is close to the Ottoman Empire's 26 percent, though two important 
differences existed: the trade was much more for consumption than further 
transit elsewhere and a decided trade imbalance obtained in India's favor, 
though again, by how much is hard to say.^ 

To sum up, in chapter two we saw that sustained commercial contact with 
Europe had just begun in the 1620s. Both Lockhart and Ferrier conclude 
that the patterns of trade and foreign relations established then were 
maintained intact through 1722. Iran's average annual exports in the seven¬ 
teenth century, based mainly on silk, have been estimated at 1-2 million 
pounds sterling. Putting this into global perspective, England (and Wales) 
with a total population roughly equal to Iran's, had exports of 5,000,000 
pounds sterling in 1688, and France, with two to three times the population, 
had exports of 4,800,000 pounds sterling in 1715.^ The key changes which 
occurred between 1630 and 1720 had mainly to do with the silk trade. The 
collapse of the royal monopoly in 1630 undoubtedly shifted the profit 
shares in favor of Armenian middlemen at the Safavids' expense. Silk 
production seems to have risen from 1620 to 1670: An English estimate of 
1620 is that 1,350,000 lbs. were exported to Europe, while Olearius put the 
total crop in the mid-1630s at 4,^,000 lbs. and Chardin in 1670 put it at 
6,072,000 Ibs.^ These are all guesses, however, and a plausible counter¬ 
guess would be that by 1670 the export of silk reached a peak and may 
thereafter have declined through 1720.^ The East India companies found a 
cheaper source of silk in Bengal by 1650; this led to a drop in demand in the 
Persian Gulf. Though the Armenians continued to ply the overland routes, 
the price in Europe generally fell (with exceptions in the early and mid- 
1690s), which must have had an impact on their abilities to sell Iran's silk in 
the Levant Another disquieting trend to which these developments con¬ 
tributed was Iran's balance of pa)nnents, which turned increasingly unfa¬ 
vorable: As less silk was sold and wool failed to make up the difference, it 
became necessary to spend more and more cash for the spices the Dutch 
brought from Asia. 
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The overall qualitative impact of these relations on the Iranian social 
structure was probably fairly slight The expansion of Kirman wool produc¬ 
tion did lead to local increases in the domestic weaving industry. With much 
or most of the country's silk production going abroad, there would logically 
have been some loss in potential silk manufactures for internal use. How¬ 
ever, there was no major re-orientation of the economy for exports and no 
significant dependence on any imports, except for pepper and sugar, which 
were consumed by some urban classes but not yet the mass of the popula¬ 
tion. The conclusion drawn here is that Iran in the seventeenth century 
remained a world-empire in the external arena of the world-economy. The 
internal economy and social structure possessed its own strong dynamic, 
with limited (if growing) external relations with both neighboring world- 
empires (Russia, the Ottomans, and Mughals) and emerging Eiuropean core 
countries (Holland and England) that did not much disrupt it Ttiere was 
certainly no dependency of Iran on the West in the seventeenth century. But 
the long period in the external arena did herald the beginnings of a gradual, 
relative decline vis-a-vis an expanding Europe. In the seventeenth century 
the Middle Eastern states of the Safavids and Ottomans were far too strong 
to be colonized and dominated by the core, and yet too weak to compete 
with Europe in the new peripheries of Asia, southeast Asia, and Africa, not 
to mention Latin America. Thus the Middle East merely held its ground 
(which in Western eyes has since been invariably labelled a "decline"), 
unable to function as either core or periphery of the emerging world-econ¬ 
omy. 

Secular Trends in the Seventeenth-Century Safavid Political Economy 

The fall of the Safavid dynasty becomes more intelligible in light of the 
principal long-term economic trends in seventeenth-century Iran—^balance 
of payments deficits, inflationary d)?namics, and the growing fiscal prob¬ 
lems of the Safavid state.^ The question of Iran's overall balance of trade 
should be seen against an international backdrop. Beginning in the six¬ 
teenth century and continuing into the seventeenth, there was a steady 
flow of silver and to a lesser degree gold, from Latin America into Spain, 
whence it was diffused throughout Europe and then carried by the East 
India fleets into Asia. From Asia to the West, the reverse trade routes tended 
to carry valuable commodities—^silk and spices above all. The export of 
Iran's vast silk production drew gold and silver into the country, &ough 
how much remained inside is difficult to say. Ferrier estimates the value of 
an average year's silk production at perhaps 1,750,000 pounds sterling, with 
wide fluctuations.^ In the sixteenth century most of this silk may have been 
paid for with cash, but with the growth of English cloth and Dutch spice 
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exports into Iran in the seventeenth, much less would have been paid for 
in this manner. The other major source of inflow was the Levant, both from 
the Ottomans themselves and the European companies there. The amounts 
most likely increased after the Ottoman wars and prohibitions of the 
sixteenth century gave way to more peaceful relations in the seventeenth, 
but again the figures are simply unknown. 

The money obtained by a favorable balance in the silk trade with the 
West then flowed to the East, as spices, drugs, and cotton goods were 
imported and had to be paid for in part with cash. The main sources which 
drained specie away from Iran were the Dutch and the Indians. The Dutch, 
in Fryer's famous words, "carry off . . . many Tunn of Gold and Silver, 
Yearly."25 This they did by supplpng Iran with expensive spices from their 
Asian trade. And since Mughal India had no need for the raw silk of Iran, 
the cotton and other textile goods it exported had to be paid for with cash. 
Thus could du Mans in 1660 compare Iran to a caravanserai with two gates 
passing coins from Turkey to India, and conclude that "the wealth of Persia 
is only like the humidity of water which attaches itself to the channels it 
passes through into its basin ... little remains in the country."^® Judging 
from such evidence we may cautiously irder that the balance of trade was 
on the whole negative by the latter decades of the seventeenth century. In 
the overall pattern of world trade, then, Iran fit neither the classic European 
core or Asian periphery role—it bought Asian products (like the Europeans) 
and sold its own silk (like the Asians), but it was the European companies 
who profited twice on these transactions for they brought the silk to market 
in Europe and the spices to market in Iran, adding costs to the latter and 
deducting profits from the former. Iran was as much a short-circuit as a 
conduit in this trade, from the European point of view. 

While large-scale commerce with the Dutch and India drained currency 
away from Iran, the continued overland silk trade exposed Iran to the 
Ottoman Empire's inflation problems. The latter were part of another 
world-wide trend. In Europe, the last quarter of the sixteenth century had 
seen a three- to fourfold increase in prices for goods and services compared 
with 1500. Originating in western Europe, inflation spread to Italy and 
central Europe and then, by the 1580s, to the Ottoman Empire. How much 
inflation did Iran, midway geographically and commerci^y between the 
Ottoman and Mughal empires, in fact experience? Emerson notes that due 
to the scarcity of coins the prices of foreign goods were falling, which would 
imply a strengthening of Iran's currency. Other evidence from A Chronicle 
of the Carmelites in Persia and Krusinski suggests that the tuman was stable 
relative to Italian, French, English, and Spanish currencies till the 1670s, 
then appreciated by about 33 percent by the 1690s or 1700s.^l Nevertheless, 
there is ample evidence of a certain amount of internal inflation. By 1684, 
most of the coins in circulation were seriously debased; the bazaars at 
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TABLE 3.2 Value of the Tuman, 1510-1718 


Year 

Gold Value of One Tuman Expressed 
in German Gold Marks of 1913 

1510 

270.0 

1522 

195.0 

1530 

165.0 

1550 

133.0 

1577 

162.0 

1580 

129.0 

1593 

100.0 

1622 

83.0 

1660 

77.0 

1680 

69.0 

1711 

63.5 

1718 

63.5 


Source: Fragner, "Social cind Economic Affairs," 566, based on the work of Walther 
Hinz. 


Isfahan were dosed and new money was ordered minted. Fragner has 
constructed a table showing the approximate gold value of one tuman in 
the Safavid period (see Table 3.2). This table would appear to show the 
effects of the Ottoman inflation from 1550 to 1622, as well as a steady later 
internal inflation after 'Abbas's death (the decline from 1510 to 1550 is 
harder to account for; it continued a sharp drop from the pre-Safavid 
fifteenth century). Prices on the few commodities for which even roughly 
comparable information exists suggest a generally rising pattern of prices 
in the later seventeenth century. Table 3.3 provides a rough index of the 
long-term trends, which, it must be stressed, are far from clear, given our 
lack of knowledge about real prices and problems of seasonal fluctuations. 
It should be noted that the price of bread at Isfahan in 1668 is anomalous; 
there had been a bad harvest in 1666 followed by an outbreak of famine and 
disease.^2 The table, incomplete as it is, hints at a rise in prices of major 
foodstuffs and wood in the course of the seventeenth century, confirmed 
by various European observers.^^ 

To reconcile these two major negative trends—a drain of currency from 
the imbalance of foreign trade and an apparent rise in internal prices—is 
not a simple matter. Logically the first should have caused prices to fall by 
increasing the demand for coins. The only hint of a mutual resolution of 
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TABLE 3.3 Prices in Safavid Iran, 1581-1716 


Year/Place 

Bread 

Rice 

Hen 

Wood 

I58VIsfahan 

1.52 dinars/Ib 

10.6 dinars/lb 


1.52 dinars/lb 

1588-1629/SuItaniyeh 



62.5 dinars 


1629-164alsfahan 

3.70 dinars/lb 




1636-163Msfahan 




.95 dinais/lb 

166Msfahan 

15.75 dinars/lb 




1667-1694/Isfahan 


25.0 dinarsdb 

75.0 dinars 

4.17-5.21 dinars/lb 

1716/Isfahan 




5.36 dinars/lb 


Source: Keyvani, Artisans and Guild Life, 119-20. Calculations, with corrections, mine. 


these counteracting trends is the fact that Indian moneylenders, Armeman 
merchants, and the Safavid state itself took the best coins either out of the 
country or out of circulation, leaving the least fine and thus debasing the 
currency that circulated internally. Other explanations may be necessary. 
What seems to be the case empirically is both that good currency was hard 
to find, resulting in an undermonetarized economy that limited overall 
trade, and that prices rose, with inevitably negative consequences for the 
urban poor and those living on fixed incomes, a group which included 
some, perhaps many, who worked for the Safavid state, among them hold¬ 
ers of tax benefits and those paid in lump sums rather than a percentage of 
the land revenues. In a society with little wage labor, inflation most likely 
harmed those who had no product to sell or those whose income could not 
be raised to compensate; fiius the urban poor and marginal populations 
undoubtedly suffered more than merchants, artisans or state officials. Peas¬ 
ants paying a fixed portion of their crop and living in a subsistence economy 
were presumably not too badly affected, and tribespeople even less. 

Whatever their ultimate explanation, both these trends contributed to 
what may be characterized as the fiscal crisis of the Safavid political econ¬ 
omy. The conversion of state land to crown land was certainly designed to 
raise revenues for the Safavid state. First recorded under Tahmasp in the 
sixteenth century and practised on a wider scale by 'Abbas during his reign, 
the process accelerated from 1642 to 1666. Could it have been a response to 
incipient fiscal crisis rather than a mere stratagem to increase the vast 
income of an absolutist state? In the 1670s, Chardin, who was admittedly 
only guessing, posited revenues of700,000 tumans (32 million livres) against 
expenditures of 744,000 (34 million livres); he, certainly, had some sense that 
there was a deficit to be taken into account Could a fiscal crisis then have 
emerged between 1630 and the 1670s? Two probable causes were the large 
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outlays on the army and harem. Chardin felt that the army accounted for 
38.2 percent of total state spending in the 1670s, while the Tadhkirat al-muluk 
indicates that the army and provincial military governors consumed 66.5 
percent of the budget. Chardin's 1670 estimates on the cost of the harem 
were 11.8 percent, with the royal family and its attendants at another 29.4 
percent Sultan Husayn's pilgrimage to Mashhad in 1706-08 included the 
entire harem and some 60,000 men, "which not only compleatly drein'd his 
Exchequer, but also ruin'd all the Provinces through which he pass'd."^ 
Given these fiscal pressures, the last two Safavid shahs resorted to the sale 
of offices and a limited amount of tax-farming (though not on the scale of 
the absolutist states of Europe). Krusinski observes that under Sulayman 
and Sultan Husayn, "Offices were disposed of, not to the most deserving, 
but to the highest bidder." Though their offices were expensive to acquire, 
the provincial "appointees" used the pretext of having to provide "presents" 
to the court to raise "ten Times as much upon the People."^® 

The inevitable result of such state responses to fiscal crisis was economic 
hardship for the population. Chardin notes that by 1677, "The impoverished 
great men everywhere scorched the people, to keep up their standard of 
living."^ Krusinski writes of provincial extortion a generation later: 

every Governor... hasten'd to fill his Purse, that he might have wherewithal 
to purchase a new Palace, or to defend himself against any Prosecution he had 
to apprehend for his Oppressions, the whole at the Expence of the poor People, 
who were fleeced in aU Respects by those too frequent Alterations. 

... the People had a great deal to suffer under Governors who regarded their 
Post no more than a Place to bait at, made it more their Study to pillage the 
Cities and Provinces, than to keep up good Order; and this they did with the 
less Caution and Reserve, because they were very sensible that they might do 
it with Impunity. 

Famines broke out in Isfahan itself in 1666/7 and 1707 (the latter leading to 
a revolt) and the situation was such in 1717 that a German soldier described 
widespread poverty there; "Bread was so scarce that the poor people used 
to devour dead camels, horses and mules. Once, when a horse died in the 
Dutch compound, its body was thrown into the street; within an hour, all 
the flesh had been picked from its bones."^ Such conditions may not have 
been the rule at all times in all parts of Safavid Iran, but that they were acute 
at least three times in the capital over fifty years gives some idea of the 
impact of the changes discussed here. 

The sum of these diverse trends is one of definite economic deterioration 
at all levels of society. The drain of currency and decline in the terms of 
trade for silk hurt the merchant classes (and the ulama who depended on 
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their contributions). Military and harem expenditures led to fiscal crisis at 
the apex of the state and undermined the Safavid family and the vast 
numbers of courtiers and others it supported. In turn this unleashed new 
abuses such as sale of offices, corruption, and higher taxes. These hurt the 
whole population, especially the peasantry and urban laboring classes, who 
were further hard-pressed by the rise in prices which impacted most on the 
urban poor. By the turn of the eighteen^ century the flourishing political 
economy of Shah 'Abbas and his immediate successors appears to have been 
lurching into a crisis whose strands were woven into the entire social 
formation. 


The Long Fall of the Safavids 

The fall of the Safavids was not a single event, for the actual taking of 
Isfahan by a smallish invading army of Afghan tribesmen in 1722 was 
preceded by a process of decline and crisis extending over half a century or 
more. Vladimir Minorsk)^s classic theses on "the more conspicuous factors" 
among the causes of decline are worth quoting in full, since they have to 
date proved largely unsurpassable by subsequent historians of the period. 
He notes: 

(a) The complete disappearance of the basic theocratic nucleus round which 
Shah Isma'il had built up his state, without the substitution of some other 
dyruimic ideology. 

(b) Great opposition between the old and the new elements in the Persian 
military class. 

(c) The disturbance of the equilibrium between the mamalik and khassa, the 
expansion of the latter having diminished the interest of the service classes in 
the cause which they were supporting. 

(d) The irresponsible character of the 'shadow government' represented by 
the harem, the Queen Mother and the eunuchs. 

(e) The degeneration of the dynasty whose scions were brought up in the 
atmosphere of the harem, in complete ignorance of the outside world.^^ 

Laurence Lockhart similarly stresses the conversion of state to crown prov¬ 
inces and the personal shortcomings of the last two shahs. Only a few 
scholars have tried to pinpoint structural, political-economic factors. Thus 
Hodgson notes the concentration of wealth at the coiut and capital, Keddie 



74 


Social Change in Iran from 1500 to 1800 


mentions economic decline, and Helfgott hypothesizes the "trade revolu¬ 
tion" as a probable factor in Safavid decline, responsible for inflation, loss 
of commercial power, and an increased tax burden.^ A coherent, unified 
account would build on the insights of Minorsky and hints in later works 
to conceptualize the fall of the dynasty in terms of simultaneous and 
interrelated economic, political, military, and ideological crises. These crises 
are linked by the one which has till now been least explored—an eco- 
nomio/fiscal crisis that had military, political, and ideological effects. This 
economic crisis had largely internal causes—there is no argument to be 
made for the category of dependency in the seventeenth and early eigh¬ 
teenth centuries—^but there were two exogenous, world-system factors at 
work, namely, trade deficits and inflation. There were also regional military 
pressures by 1715-20 emanating from the Ottoman Empire, Russia, and 
especially the Afghan tribes. The present explanation therefore draws partly 
on world-system analysis within the main framework of an internal politick 
economy in crisis, and on a synthesis of economic, political, and ideological 
levels of analysis. 

The economic crisis has been detailed above. Far more than the oft-noted 
negative consequences of state land conversion, it involved a tale of infla¬ 
tion, balance of payments deficit, fiscal crisis of the state, tax-farming of the 
customs and sale of offices, corruption and growing tax exploitation of the 
population. A military impact came with the alienation of the tribal armies 
through the replacement of qizilbash provincial governors by state-ap¬ 
pointed intendants, often Georgians, which led to the dismantiing of the 
old-style tribal cavalries. If this had been compensated with increased 
spending by the state on the standing army there would have been little 
problem. But caught in a budget deficit and at peace with their powerful 
Ottoman neighbors, the later Safavid shahs flowed themselves to be 
convinced by the private harem council to save money by not spending it 
on the central army. The only competent Safavid military forces after 1700 
were Georgian-led contingents, and neither they, nor any tribal provincial 
forces would rally to the side of the dynasty in its hour of need. 

Political deterioration too played a role. The rise of faction-ridden new 
groups to power at court—the eunuchs, shah's harem, and the ulama— 
proved a disaster for the making of coherent state policy when coupled with 
the bringing up of the royal princes in the highly artificial and sheltered 
atmosphere of the harem. Among the ill-consequences of fractious council¬ 
lors and divided counsels were the unpreparedness of the army, the under¬ 
mining due to jealous rivalries of Georgian military and civil officers in the 
state, the frequent replacement by bribery and personal animosity of pro¬ 
vincial governors which exacerbated economic exploitation, and general 
self-seeWng on the part of the highest and most influential Safavid courtiers 
at the country's expense. 
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On the ideological plane, the rise to influence of the ulama over Sultan 
Husayn likewise had grave repercussions. Persecution of Armenian and 
Hindu merchants harmed the economy, and compelling Jews and Zoroas- 
trians to convert to Islam caused many of the latter to flee to Kirman where 
in 1719 they looked upon the Afghan invaders as liberators. Most fatefully, 
the anti-Sunni hostility of militant Shi'i clerics like Majlisi contributed to 
the alienation of the Afghans who would eventually topple the dynasty, 
while from 1719 on uprisings occurred in numerous border regions with 
non-Shi'i populations, such as Shirvan, Kurdistan, Khuzistan, and 
Baluchistan. Though the Iranian masses were largely Shi'i by the early 1700s 
and there was no organized anti-Safavid position among them, they too 
failed conspicuously to rally to the Safavids under siege. So while Shi'ism 
had taken firm root, it was not in the eighteenth century strong enough to 
hold together a disintegrating state, especially one whose leading ulama 
promoted so exclusive a form of it 

There were, finally, as in any historical process, some more or less 
conjunctural or contingent reasons for the Afghans' success in 1722, most 
notably the failure of the Georgians to assist Isfahan, the critical defeat at 
the Battle of Gulnabad outside the city, and various bad decisions taken 
during the siege. These emerge from consideration of the course of events 
between 1698 and 1722. Starting in 1698 a series of provincial disturbances 
sounded distant warnings of the coming collapse. Giorgi XI, a Georgian 
prince, rose to prominence when he quelled these with his own contingents 
rather than a qizilbash force or the Safavid standing army. Meanwhile, a 
more serious situation was developing among the Sunni Afghan tribes of 
Qandahar and HaraL The Afghan leader Mir Vais was arrested for leading 
an uprising against Georgian rule, but while in Isfahan exploited the 
factional hostility he found there against the Georgians and avowed his 
allegiance to the Safavids. Later, on pilgrimage to Mecca, he obtained a.fatva 
(legal opinion) from Sunni ulama authorizing him to undertake a holy war 
against the infidel Georgians and their Shi'i supporters (i.e. the Safavids). 
Back in Qandahar, Mir Vais killed Giorgi and took control of the city. Three 
Safavid expeditions against him failed; when Mir Vais died in 1715 his son 
Mahmud assumed the tribal leadership and soon both Qandahar and Harat 
were independent of Iran.^^ 

By 1717-19 there were multiple signs of revolt, especially among the 
Sunni tribes in the more distant provinces. Meanwhile, there were distur¬ 
bances in Isfahan during Shah Sultan Husayn's absence in 1718. The court 
moved first to Qazvin and then Tehran to raise troops, but the shah's 
ministers intrigued against the two leading military commanders, who were 
Sunnis from Daghistan in the Caucasus. Their armies promptly broke up, 
leaving Iran with few seasoned troops or competent leaders. Yet another 
military force was removed from the scene when the same ministers sus- 
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pended the local operations of Wakhtang VI in Georgia, who vowed never 
to lift his sword in defense of the Safavids again. This opened the door for 
Russian intervention in Iran when rebellious tribes looted Russian mer¬ 
chants in the Caucasus in the autumn of 1721, providing Peter the Great 
with his long-sought pretext to invade.^ 

The denouement came from a different quarter, beginning in the fall and 
winter of 1721, when the Afghan leader Mahmud of Qand^ar once more 
entered Iran. With him he had perhaps 10,000 GhaLzais and several thou¬ 
sand Hazaras, being joined en route by Baluchi tribesmen for a total force 
of about 18,000. Besieging Kirman from late October 1721 till January 1722, 
Mahmud lost 1,500 men in a direct assault, then marched away in return for 
a sum of money. In February 1722 he failed to take Yazd, after which he 
immediately began an advance on Isfahan. An Iranian army of perhaps 
40,000 men, some experienced but many hastily assembled from among the 
peasants and townsmen of the area, marched out to meet the Afghans at 
Gulnabad, about nineteen miles from Isfahan. There, on March 8, 1722, 
owing to their lack of training coupled with the indecision and perhaps 
treachery of certain of their officers, they were routed with the loss of 5,000 
soldiers to the Afghans' 500.^^ 

Though Isfahan was not completely encircled by the rather limited 
Afghan forces until the end of April, the shah was advised to stay in the city 
by his incompetent (and in at least one case, traitorous) ministers. Appeals 
for aid went out to Wakhtang in Georgia, 'Ali Mardan IQian in Luristan, the 
Bakhtiari and Shahsavan tribes, and others. Wakhtang, true to his vow, 
refused to come and also prevented his son from setting out 'Ali Mardan 
Khan, the vali of Luristan, reached Golpaygan, 140 miles to the northwest, 
on May 13; when his demand to be made commander-in-chief was refused, 
he withdrew his forces. The Shahsavan tribes of Azarbaijan failed to muster. 
One relieving force was routed by the Afghans in early May; another under 
Malik Mahmud, governor of Tun, was bought off by Mahmud. On the night 
of June 7/8, Tahmasp Mirza, the shah's third son and heir apparent, man¬ 
aged to get out of the city and reached Kashan, then Qazvin, where he did 
nothing to raise any troops. By and large, the disinterest of the provinces 
in rallying to the Safavids was conspicuous in its uniformity.^ 

Already in April the price of bread had undergone a "marked increase" 
as the Afghans surrounded the city, which was swelled beyond its normally 
huge population by villagers seeking refuge. Famine broke out in mid-June, 
Mahmud burned the crops around Isfahan at the end of the month and 
prices soared in July. Friar Alexander of Malabar, who lived through the 
siege, has described the last stages of it in graphic detail: 


aU streets and gardens were covered with dead bodies, so that it was not 
possible to put down your feet without coming to a place where piles of two 
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or three human bodies lay rotting. For at the end of September . . . horses, 
donkeys, dogs, cats, rats, mice and all that seemed eatable were sold at very 
high prices, but when all this had been consumed nothing but human flesh 
remained which could be purchased at the market, although it was not openly 
called by that name. Yea, the sword of hunger was sharpened so much, that 
not only when a person died, two or three men at once came who cut off pieces 
of the warm flesh, eating it without cmy pepper with great relish, but even 
young men and girls were enticed into houses and killed there to appease 
hunger. This sad banquet lasted to October, accompanied by such terrible 
circumstances that they cannot be described without shedding tears. . . . 
Camel-hides, bark of trees, leaves, rotten wood pounded and boiled in water 
tasted as sweet as honey, and oh! this unheard-of honor 1 saw with my own 
eyes, that people had to satisfy their hunger with dried human excrement^ 

Famine, disease, vain efforts to escape through the Afghan lines, and a very 
limited amount of actual combat reduced the population by as many as 
100,000 people.^^ Isfahan was utterly decimated by the siege; when James 
Morier visited almost a century later, he wrote: "Houses, bazaars, mosques, 
palaces, whole streets, are to be seen in total abandonment; and I have rode 
for miles among its ruins, without meeting any living creature."^ Finally, 
on October 23, 1722, Shah Sultan Husayn left Isfahan and went to 
Mahmud's camp, where he placed his crown on the Afghan's head, saying 
"The Absolute King, God most High, is just; and to whom do they say, 'He 
makes him head'? At one time to me, now to you. At last, my son, I also 
submit to you. God alone be blessed."^ With these pious words the long 
fall of the Safavid monarchy came abruptly to its end. 


Iran under the Afghans, 1722-1729 

The Afghan conquerors, first under Mahmud until 1725 and then led by 
his cousin Ashraf till 1729, ruled in Iran for only seven years, but their 
impact, politically, socially, and economically, and in terms of external 
relations, was quite devastating, setting in motion eight decades of internal 
strife before a stable new dynasty emerged on the eve of the nineteenth 
century. In referring to the 1720s, the contemporary chronicler Shaykh 
Muhammad 'Ali Hazin lamented: "the whole empire was in a state of ruin, 
and the royal ordinances and statutes during these few years of interreg¬ 
num had been broken and scattered to the four winds."^^ Modem historians 
have generally concurred with this assessment If the political institutional 
framework and administrative class as a whole weathered the storm reason¬ 
ably intact, economically and in human terms, however, "decline" is too 
mild a word for what happened. Lockhart characterizes the state of the 
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Iranian people during Ashraf s reign as "terrible," due to wars, rebellions, 
famine, pestilence, and the destruction of their homes and means of liveli¬ 
hood. Malcolm, writing in 1815, estimated that almost one million people 
had died as a result of the Afghan invasion (out of a population we have 
estimated at 6-10 million).^ The urban sector seems to have borne the brunt 
of the economic dislocations that followed. The main cities of Iran may have 
lost two-thirds or even more of their inhabitants (in the whole of the 
eighteenth century). Regional and long distance trade were drastically 
reduced. Towndwellers of all classes were hit by high prices and periodic 
shortages that led to famine. Prices of rice at Isfahan in 1724 were five times 
those of 30 to 50 years earlier, and bread was two to three times higher. In 
1729, the Turkish ambassador reported that "many people were dying of 
starvation in the streets of Isfahan, where the citizens lived in fear of being 
expelled from their houses and put to death."^^ The ulama too were a 
particular group that suffered disproportionately, as hundreds were dis¬ 
placed along with their families to the Shi'i shrine cities of Najaf and Karbala 
in Ottoman Iraq by the Sunni Afghans, who also confiscated vaqf proper¬ 
ties, killed clerics, and destroyed their educational institutions. The overall 
result was the start of a collapse unprecedented in the two hundred years 
of development so far traced, comparable only to the even more devastating 
Mongol invasions of the thirteenth century in their ruinous impact on the 
Iranian political economy. 

and crumbled as decisively as did the internal economy under the Afghans. 
When the nearby empires of the Ottomans and Russians invaded an Iran 
divided between Ashraf and the Safavid claimant Tahmasp a complex, 
four-sided struggle was touched off that added greatly to the economic and 
political dislocations of the period. This in turn forced a drastic reduction 
in commercial contact with the West, particularly England and Holland, 
further exacerbating the downward spiral. Since at least 1715 Peter the Great 
had harbored ambitions of extending the Russian presence on the Caspian 
Sea in order to obtain a share of Iran's silk trade and to lay the basis for trade 
with India through Iran or Khiva. By the summer of 1722 Russia had moved 
about 130 miles into Iran along the Caspian coast, but lost 33,000 men to the 
diseases of the region and raiding tribesmen. This intervention was diplo¬ 
matically confirmed and extended on July 8, 1724, when Russia and the 
Ottoman Empire, after barely averting a war with each other over Iran, 
signed a treaty partitioning Iran among themselves and Tahmasp. Russia 
was to administer the territories it had already claimed, the Ottomans were 
to receive Tabriz and most of Azarbaijan, Kurdistan, Georgia, and parts of 
Shirvan. The final article of the treaty was an ultimatum to Tahmasp that he 
must accept the loss of these provinces or he would be deposed and the 


The extensive diplomatic and commercial relations that Iran had enjoyed 
th its neighbors and the European world under the Safavids deteriorated 
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Russians and Ottomans would mutually designate another Iranian to rule 
what was left of the counhy. The powerful impetus behind Russian inter¬ 
vention was seriously undermined when Peter the Great died in 1725, after 
which the initiative passed to the Ottomans in Iran. The original aim of 
gaining control over the silk produced in Gilan probably brought little 
profit to Russia in the 1720s owing to the warfare and instability of the 
region in that decade.^^ Ottoman incursions came primarily to forestall 
Russian advances in the Caucasus toward the Black Sea, although their 
longstanding religious and political rivalries with the Safavids undoubt¬ 
edly also played a role and magnified the violence of the encounter. By 1725 
Ottoman forces had advanced beyond the terms of the partition to Ardabil, 
Luristan, and the Kirmanshah area. In 1726 they declared war on Ashraf; 
the latter offset his inferior numbers by appealing to their common Sunni 
beliefs and calling for an alliance against the "heretical" Shi'i Safavids. This 
caused 20,000 Kurds to defect to his side and the demoralized Ottoman army 
lost 12,000 men in the ensuing battle. In late 1727 Ashraf crowned this 
success by agreeing to a treaty whereby the Ottoman sultan was acknowl¬ 
edged as "head of the Muslim world" and granted sovereignty over large 
parts of western and northwestern Iran, while Ashraf was recognized as 
shah of an Iran now reduced to Persian Iraq, Pars, Sistan, Kirman, and 
western Khurasan. During the period of belligerency, in late autumn 1726, 
Ashraf had ex-Shah Sultan Husayn executed, as the Ottomans declared they 
were fighting to reinstate him. The Ottomans thus shifted from opportu¬ 
nistic support of Tahmasp's claims to Safavid legitimacy to partition of Iran 
with the Afghans and Russians, whom they uneasily continued to accept 
as allies through 1729.^3 

European trade with Iran in the 1720s fell off drastically due to the 
Afghan invasion and occupation, and the ensuing external and internal 
warfare and disturbances. The representatives of the various East India 
companies suffered economic losses through looting and extortion at the 
hands of the Afghans and were not immune to the general hardships of 
famine and even loss of life in the period from 1722 to 1725. Despite Ashraf s 
desire to restore trade with the Europeans, the adverse conditions persisted 
and trade remained at a virtual standstill.^ The Dutch saw money extorted 
from them, trading posts destroyed, and agents killed; the English fared no 
better in the 1720s. The period of the Afghan occupation thus witnessed a 
near total cessation of trade abroad. 

The main forces responsible for bringing the Afghan occupation to an 
end were internal. In April 1725, as Mahmud became increasingly ill and 
mentally unbalanced, his cousin Ashraf was released from prison by leading 
Afghans and proclaimed shah after Mahmud was murdered. Ashraf s effec¬ 
tive jurisdiction was limited to such central Iranian cities as Isfahan and 
Shiraz, and he could get no reinforcements from Qandahar because 
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Mahmud's elder brother opposed him there. In 1726, Tahmasp, the Safavid 
claimant to the throne, joined forces with a military adventurer named 
Nadir from the Afshar tribe in Khurasan. Over the next two years this 
newcomer emerged as the real military and political leader of the anti- 
Afghan movement, with Tahmasp a necessary and useful rallying symbol 
for the Iranian people who gave the cause enthusiastic support. Ashraf s 
army was defeated for the final time outside Shiraz in late December 1729 
and Ashraf himself was killed while fleeing eastward a week later. The 
Afghan conquest of Iran was over, leaving Tahmasp a figurehead Safavid 
shah and his general Nadir the de facto ruler of Iran.®® 


Iran under Nadir Shah, 1729-1747 

Nadir, the military leader who proclaimed himself shah in 1736 and ruled 
until his death in 1747, can be credited with restoring the national sover¬ 
eignty of Iran by driving out the Afghans in 1729 and forcing the departures 
of the Russians and the Ottomans in the 1730s. From 1738 on he carried the 
military exploits of Iran beyond its own borders, into Mughal India, Uzbek 
Central Asia, and the Persian Gulf. In the process he wore the country out, 
financially and in terms of human lives, to supply his enormous armies. 
After deposing the incompetent Tahmasp II in 1732 in favor of his infant 
son 'Abbas III (both were killed by order of Nadir's son in 1740), Nadir 
dropped all pretense of serving Ae Safavid dynasty in 1736 when he 
assumed the throne himself. 

After 1729, the old Safavid political structures were reinvested and 
renewed as Afshar, Bayat, Zanganah, and Shamlu tribal families returned 
to high positions and Ae bureaucracy was restored. Nadir sought to rees¬ 
tablish central authority over the provinces, often appointing his own 
relatives and successful generals as governors and frequently changing his 
personnel. To distinguish his imperial project from titiat of the Safavids, 
Nadir presented himself as a military leader on the model of Timur (Tamer¬ 
lane), campaigning far beyond the borders of Iran throughout Central Asia, 
Afghanistan, and India. Politically, this expansionist tendency entailed less 
of an emphasis on the bureaucracy as the central ruling institution than on 
the army as the basis of imperial power. This aggressive military policy 
proved to be a considerable expense for the state and played a major role in 
the economic impoverishment of the population.®^ 

The widespread hardship of the period, and its principal cause, are 
attested in the EIC's Gombroon Diary for July 21/August 1,1743: "Nothing 
but Misery, Tyranny and Oppression are to be seen or heard in these Parts, 
the People being daily tax'd (so) that before Time is given for collecting one 
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Another is laid on."^^ Overtaxation of the merchant class distorted the local 
and regional trade of the internal Iranian economy; the effects on the 
import/export trade were also serious. Though at times Nadir arbitrarily 
intervened in the markets to lower the prices of goods (as at Isfahan in 1747), 
there is ample evidence of inflationary tendencies for the period overall. On 
the production side, a certain amount of "industry" and building activity 
was organized by the state, but this went primarily for military purposes 
and involved forced, rather than paid labor, thus benefitting local people 
very little. Nadir's capital, Mashhad, grew into a thriving commercial city 
with two or three hundred thousand inhabitants. The evidence from the 
rest of the country, however, is uniformly negative. The tax-collectors 
claimed: "Money, money,... the Shah wants it, whether justly or unjustly; 
say that another man owes you so much, and you and we shall be quits."®* 
The EIC reported that Nadir, in the final stages of his growing madness, 
was killing 40-50 people a day to extort money. The rest of the country 
suffered equal disasters, from natural famines and plague to state-caused 
taxes and wars. A traveller from India to Basra through the Persian Gulf in 
1750 wrote that since Nadir's "Tyranny and Depredations . . . the whole 
Country had assumed a new face, for there was not above one House in ten 
but was deserted of Inhabitants, at least if we may judge of other Places by 
what appeared at Gombroon.”®^ Judging from the available data. Gombroon 
(Bandar 'Abbas) was indicative of the state of most of Iran in this period. 

The peasantry faced a double burden on their crops and their labor. They 
continued to pay their usual quarter to a half of the crop to the state and/or 
landlord, and in addition often had their crops requisitioned to feed the 
massive army on its campaigns. A goodly number too must have been 
drafted into military service, while others did forced labor on the state's 
military and construction projects.®* The condition of the tribal sector of the 
economy presents a more mixed picture. Of the eighteenth century gener¬ 
ally, Lambton discerns "an increase in the numbers and influence of the 
tribal groups" at the expense of the settled population.®^ Two distinct 
groups of tribes must be considered however. For those who served in 
Nadir's army—a heterogeneous ethnic and religious mix of Turkomans, 
Afghans, Uzbeks, Baluch, Kurds, and Bakhtiaris—there was a gain in polit¬ 
ical and economic status through military service and the booty this 
brought, but this expansion slowed down after 1741 and ceased altogether 
upon Nadir's death and the dispersal of his army in 1747. The military amirs 
were discouraged from acquiring vast estates, and even if they heeded this 
prohibition, their tenure was rather precarious, tied to Nadir's rise and fall. 
For other, primarily non-eastem tribal groups, including both Iranian 
tribespeople and mountaineers, and many of the pro-Safavid Turkoman 
qizilbash tribes. Nadir's reign witnessed the hardships of forced migration 
and resettlement.®^ Other tribes may have been relatively well-off in their 
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local areas but the constant warfare worked against anyone being left alone 
for long. The overall tribal share of national wealth probably did increase; 
this was however unevenly divided among these several groups and dif¬ 
ferentially distributed within any given tribe between simple pastoralists 
and chiefs. Whether these gains outpaced the overall decline in the econ¬ 
omy is difficult to assess in the absence of more specific data on tribal 
conditions. In the end, rather than a "resurgence" of tribal power, as 
Lambton discerns, the period evidences more a fragmentation of many 
competing tribal forces, thus setting the stage for the continued struggles 
for national preeminence and local influence which raged after Nadir's 
death. 

The ulama were unfavorably affected by Nadir's policies. Beginning with 
his self-elevation to the throne in 1736 Nadir attempted to establish a kind 
of "truncated" Shi'ism or "synthetic" Islam, based on the teachings of the 
Imam Ja'far ibn Muhammad as-Sadiq. He demanded that this be recognized 
as a fifth orthodox school (mazhab) of Islam both within Iran and by the 
Ottomans. The underlying motives involved both internal and external 
raisons d'etat: to undercut support for the Shi'i Safavid dynasty, to gain the 
allegiance of his many Afghan, Uzbek, and other Sunni soldiers, and to 
bolster his claim for leadership of the Islamic world against the adjacent 
Ottoman and Mughal empires. The project died with Nadir in 1747 as his 
successors quickly abandoned it for a return to Shi'ism. The developments 
of this period nevertheless entailed significant ideological, political, and 
material consequences for the ulama who had to live through them. Great 
amounts of vaqf land, especially around Isfahan, were confiscated and 
claimed by the crown; though Nadir's successor revoked the decree, the 
lands were still not fully restored by the nineteenth century. Paradoxically, 
this trend, along with emigration to Iraq beyond the reach of the Iranian 
state, greatly augmented the independent authority of the ulama.^^ 

Turning to external developments between 1729 and 1747, Nadir's most 
extensive "foreign relations" were basically adversarial conflicts with the 
neighboring world-empires—the reconquest of Iranian territory from the 
Ottomans, the return of territory more diplomatically from the Russians, 
and more aggressive wars of conquest fought with the Mughals and Uz¬ 
beks. Thus he went beyond the popular demand for national territorial 
liberation to what amounted in effect to a policy of military expansionism 
with ruinous consequences. Wars were fought with the Ottomans from 
1732 to 1746, broken by intermittent lulls to try to negotiate peace. The 
Treaty of Kurdan, finally agreed to on September4,1746, acknowledged the 
borders set by the 1639 Treaty of Zuhab. The withdrawal of Russian forces 
from Iran was accomplished with far less human and economic destruction. 
Peter the GreaPs death in 1725 fortuitously removed the architect of Russian 
expansion into Iran from the scene, A further impetus was the deaths of 
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some 130,000 Russian soldiers in Gilan and adjoining areas, mostly from 
disease. On February 1,1732 the Empress Anna Ivanovna agreed to return 
the Caspian coastline to Iran in return for a promise of peace and friendship, 
and commercial concessions to the effect that Russian merchants might 
trade freely throughout Iran, paying no customs or duties on exports and 
imports. Although such terms ^forded a considerable advantage to Russian 
merchants in Iran over those of other nations, actual trade does not seem to 
have amounted to much.^ The long period of friendly relations between 
Iran and Mughal India came to an end with Nadir's first major expansionist 
thrust, the invasion of 1739. Military conquest was followed by spectacular 
extortions: Lockhart estimates that Nadir took 60-70 million pounds sterling 
in money, jewels, and objects of value out of India, of which one-fourth was 
lost en route back to Iran. Most of this wealth was used by Nadir to pay his 
army and finance further campaigns against the Ottomans, or else was 
hoarded in his treasure-house, so the net benefits to the Iranian economy 
from this massive plunder of India were minimal at best^® 

Divergent opinions exist on the impact of Nadir's reign on relations with 
the European powers. Lockhart concludes that the period from 1729 to 1746 
"was, on the whole, a most unfortunate time for trading in Persia."^ In this 
view he is supported by Thomas Dorill, the English East India Company's 
resident at Basra, who wrote London in December 1745 that "the Name of 
Trade is forgot... in Persia."^^ Ricks, in a discussion of the period from 1745 
to 1750, states that "caravan-trade continued and transfer of treasure, food¬ 
stuffs and piece goods were carried on with little decrease in volume while 
the EIC and the OIC remained resolute in continuing their business in 
Southern Iran and the Gulf."^ He also detects some shift in Iran's exports 
away from wool, foodstuffs, and textiles to gold, silver, copper, and pearls 
to pay for an increasing number of European woolen textiles. If we consider 
regional variations some light may be shed on this controversy. Centered 
in the north, the silk production of Iran was said by English observers to 
have been a royal monopoly around 1739-40. It is not clear, but seems 
unlikely, that this monopoly remained for long in the state's hands. In any 
case, its advantages were effectively limited by a great decrease in produc¬ 
tion: In Gilan, which usually had produced almost half of Iran's silk, 
production fell precipitously from Chardin's estimated 1380 tons in the 
1670s to Manway's estimate of 160-180 tons in the 1740s, an almost total 
collapse, while the breeding of silkworms came to a complete stop in nearby 
Shirvan.^^ In the Gulf, meanwhile, the British increased their exports of 
Kirmani goats' hair wool through 1736, but thereafter trade suffered due to 
the intertwined scourges of government extortion and famine. The Dutch 
VOC had, by the 1730s, entered a period of decline on the world scene. 
Inside Iran their commerce made a partial comeback from the cessation of 
trade in the 1720s but to a very modest level much below the peak Safavid 
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years. Overall, in Lockhart's view, the Dutch "fared no better than their 
British rivals during these troubled times."^*^ 

In the last years of his reign. Nadir became increasingly unbalanced 
mentally. Excessive tax demands were followed by executions of leading 
citizens and civil and military officers at Isfahan, Kirman, and Mashhad. 'Ali 
Quli Khan, Nadir's nephew who was sent to Sistan to suppress yet another 
rebellion, instead joined with the rebels there and gained Sistani, Baluchi, 
and Afghan tribal support, marching on Harat, closer to Nadir's own forces. 
Finally, on June 19,1747, Nadir assembled his Afghan elite and ordered the 
arrests of his Iranian generals. Hearing of this, Muhammad Khan Qajar and 
other conspirators forestalled Nadir, killing him in his tent This put an end 
to a reign which had become increasingly bloody and wearisome for the 
Iranian people, but it inaugurated yet another period of tribal infighting for 
control of Iran, before Karim Khan Zand would emerge at Shiraz in the 
1760s, leaving Khurasan in the northeast to Shahrukh, Nadir's grandson. 


Iran under Karim Khan Zand, 1750-1779 

After Nadir's death in 1747 his grandiose empire fragmented along ethnic 
and tribal lines. Political power decentralized rapidly as his variegated 
armed forces melted away to their homes or tried to impose themselves in 
suitable niches around the former kingdom. Independent areas were con¬ 
solidated on the fringes of Iran (where some regions had been quasi- 
autonomous since the 1670s), notably in the Afshari region to the east and 
the Qajar tribal area around the Caspian in the north, as well as among the 
Kurds, Arabs, and Baluchis. In turbulent Khurasan, where Nadir's capital 
had been, the victorious rebel 'Ali Quli (Nadir's nephew) ruled for one year 
as 'Adel Shah before being deposed and blinded by his brother Ibrahim who 
was himself soon executed by supporters of Nadir's grandson Shahrukh. 
Shahrukh would rule as an Afghan vassal until the rise of the Qajars in 
1796.71 

The real struggle for power was occurring elsewhere, however, and was 
even more complex. At Isfahan in 1750 a coalition of Iranian tribes 
(Bakhtiaris, Kurds, and Lurs, including the Zands, a small sub-group asso¬ 
ciated with either of the latter two) proclaimed a minor Safavid prince as 
Shah Isma'il III. The power behind this facade lay in a triumvirate consisting 
of two rival Bakhtiari chiefs, 'Ali Mardan Khan and Abu'l Path Khan, and 
Karim Khan Zand, who had served in Nadir's army. By 1751, Karim Khan 
alone exercised a tenuous control over most of central and southern Iran, 
as 'Ali Mardan Khan eliminated Abu'l Path IQian and was in turn killed by 
one of his own followers. The period from 1751 to 1758 witnessed a bloody 
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contest for all of Iran among Karim Khan, Muhammad Hasan Khan Qajar 
in the Caspian area, and Azad Khan Afghan in Azarbaijan. When the Qajars 
took Gilan and Mazandaran from Azad Khan in 17^ the defeated com¬ 
mander entered Karim's service and the Zand-Qajar confrontation began. 
In 1758 Muhammad Hasan Khan was defeated and killed by a Zand army 
in Mazandaran. By 1764 Karim Khan held all of Iran, except I^urasan under 
Shahrukh and in the northwest, parts of northern Azarbaijan and Shirvan 
under Turkoman and Lezghi chiefs, eastern Armenia, and Georgia under 
its king Erekle. From 1765 to his death in 1779 followed a welcome period 
of stable rule under Karim Khan based at Shiraz, who devoted himself to 
"repairing the broken circle of justice," with positive consequences for 
development, which would, however, prove temporary. 

Karim Khan ruled Iran as "an intermediary between the people and a 
purely symbolic monarchy," first assuming the title vakil al-dawla ("repre¬ 
sentative of the government") while the nominal shah, the Safavid Isma'il 
HI was kept in prison until his death in 1773. Already in 1765 Karim had 
changed his own tide to vakil al-ra'aya ("representative of the people") 
quietly letting both the Safavid absolute monarchy and Nadir's imperial 
tyranny fade into the background. While he ostensibly never called himself 
shah, he was de facto king of Iran after 1773. Still, his reluctance to appoint 
a successor would open the door to another debilitating round of tribal civil 
wars after his death in 1779.^ 

Karim ruled with a less elaborate institutional framework than had his 
predecessors. The bureaucracy was streamlined and the standing army was 
reduced in size. Provincial governors tended to be drawn from among 
Karim's relatives and the loci elites. Given the limitations of communica¬ 
tions and tribal independence, this decentralized administration proved 
comparatively efficient and just at the provincial and urban level. Impres¬ 
sive also, in that it was achieved without the use of crushing "extraordinary" 
taxes or widespread deployment of the army, was the total state tax revenue, 
at about 535,000 tumans, perhaps two-thirds of the late Safavids' income. 
Characteristically, Karim is said to have left only 7,000 tumans imspent in 
his treasury at death, implying a fiscal policy of returning state income to 
the economy rather than unproductively hoarding it (by contrast Nadir left 
7.5 million tumans in his treasury). Such policies accoimt for Karim's re¬ 
markable popularity in the public imagination, as the traveller William 
Francklin found in 1786: "nor is his name ever mentioned by them, espe¬ 
cially the middling and lower classes of people, but in terms expressive of 
the highest gratitude and esteem."^^ 

With the renewed civil wars the 1750s had brought very great hardship 
once again to the population, particularly in the urban sector, and its 
adjacent village peasantry. Each time a town fell to one side or another, a 
set sum would be exacted by the victors.^® A natural reaction to this by those 
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who could manage it was migration, to India, Ottoman Iraq, and Yemen. In 
the 1760s and 1770s an economic recovery began to reverse these trends in 
central, western, and southern Iran. Karim endeavored to re-establish trade 
and agriculture by efforts to maintain safety on the roads, invitations to 
merchants to return, public building and infrastructural projects, and, most 
importantly, moderate levels of taxation. State granaries were constructed 
in the provinces for military campaigns, but in times of crop failure as in the 
middle and late 1770s the granary at Isfahan was thrown open to relieve the 
hunger of the poor and additional grain was brought to Shiraz and sold 
below cost Karim Khan is supposed to have said: "We have a common duty 
[vazifa-i 'ammi\ towards all the people of Iran. This we have fulfilled by 
ordering foodstuffs, clothing and the necessities of the people to be bought 
and sold at very low prices so that every hired man... will have enough."^® 
Though the value of the tuman continued to drop, from 2.5 pounds sterling 
in the 1740s to 1.875 in the 1760s, the new Bishop of Isfahan verified in 1763 
that "living is cheap."^ Trade and manufacturing likewise revived and 
cities and regions resumed production of their specialties. This upswing 
was marked, but must not be exaggerated; it was relative to the collapse that 
lasted from 1722 to 1760. It was also localized at the new capital in Shiraz 
where Karim engaged in extensive building projects. New bazaars, caravan¬ 
serais, public baths, palaces, and mosques were erected; important shrines 
were embellished and restored. Underground water reservoirs were built 
and streets in the bazaar and residentii neighborhoods were paved, with 
wells and a central drainage channel. There continued to be royal work¬ 
shops in the manufacturing sector; though these were far less extensive 
than in Safavid times, there were significant textile and glass-making work¬ 
shops, presumably in both the royal and private sectors.^® The Armenian 
and Jewish minorities were well-treated. According to the traveller Waring, 
the city was politically calm as a result of Karim's good government: 
"During his whole reign, I have been informed by several natives of Shirauz, 
that by his excellent police and management there was not a single tumult 
or riot productive of bloodshed."^^ 

The agrarian sector would seem to have shared in the general return to 
better times. Tax levels were reduced and the especially burdensome "ex¬ 
traordinary" taxes and requisitions were eliminated to a great degree. 
Irrigation works were restored and expanded in Pars and the south. But 
were the degree of landlord oppression and large share of the surplus really 
affected? Lambton and Perry both imply that private property ownership 
increased in terms of both numbers of landlords and size of estates. Leading 
Zand family members, such as Mirza Muhammad, the kalantar of Shiraz, 
acquired property. One can infer that the lot of the peasantry was at best 
one of improvement over the uncertain conditions and prevalent extortion 
of the preceding four decades to something approaching the "ordinary" low 
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standard of living it had enjoyed under the Safavids.*® Tribal conditions 
were similar to what they had been under Nadir and the Afghans, with a 
shift mainly in the particular tribes favored by the state. Karim's origincil 
Iranian and Kindish supporters were used in his standing army and al¬ 
lowed to administer their own regions. Other, less fortunate tribes were 
scattered to reduce their power, while still others retained independence 
locally due to the indifference or inadequate coercive means of the central 
government®^ 

A final internal development of note occurred in the realm of political 
culture. The ulama were gradually recovering in the 1760s and 1770s from 
the ravages against their lives and property in Nadir's time. The transition 
from state patronage and control of vaqf land to reliance on kinship net¬ 
works and bazaar ties for livelihood continued. Despite low levels of state 
support, many ulama migrated back to Iran in the 1770s, pushed by the 
plague and an economic downturn in Iraq. This strengthened the position 
of the adherents of the usuli movement in Iran at the expense of the akhbari 
school. Usulis insisted that believers submit to the guidance of a learned 
mujtahid in religious matters, Akhbaris denied the authority of mujtahids 
to render judgments in the absence of the Hidden Imam. The triumph of 
the usuli movement under Aqa Muhammad Baqir Bihbihani in the late 
eighteenth centuiy laid the foundation for the enhanced authority and 
prestige of the highest-ranking ulama—the muj tahids—independent of the 
state, a development whose political repercussions would become evident 
in the social movements of the late nineteenth century. Popular religiosity 
was also deepened by the emergence in the Zand period of ta'ziya produc¬ 
tions—the passion play enacted during the month of Muharram that de¬ 
picts the martyrdom of Husayn at Karbala in the seventh century. This too 
would inculcate a political culture with far-reaching emotional undercm- 
rents of self-sacrifice and resistance to oppression.®^ 


Iran's External Relations, 1747-1800 

By the late eighteenth centuiy a significant shift in Iran's external rela¬ 
tions appeared to be taking place: The European East India companies were 
abandoning the Gulf trade to concentrate on exploiting their colonial 
possessions in India and the Far East, leaving the bulk of Iran's foreign trade 
with its immediate neighbors—the Ottoman Empire, India, Russia, and the 
Arab tribes and states of the Gulf. As much as 85-90 percent of Iran's trade 
in 1801 was estimated by Malcolm to be with these partners and one may 
assume that in Kanm Khan's time from 1765 to 1779 this shift was well under 
way, if not yet quite so dramatic. This did not necessarily mean a lesser role 
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for European commerce in Iran, since Iran's trade with India and the 
Ottomans was largely a transit trade for European products and imports, 
while Russia was maldng a transition of its own into a more significant actor 
in the European setting. 

Karim made diplomatic contact with the Ottoman Empire only in 1775, 
at the latter's initiative, and no agreement was reached before he died. In 
fact from 1774 to 1784 there were hostilities between the two countries over 
the Iraqi port city of Basra and relations remained unstable until the end of 
the Zand period in the 1790s. Nevertheless, when trade was possible, it 
amounted to as much as 26 to 35 percent of Iran's total trade, or some 62,221 
pounds sterling according to Malcolm in 1801. Although respectable, this 
was far below the late Safavid amounts of perhaps 700,000 pounds sterling 
worth of imports alone from the Ottoman Empire. The trade was moreover 
to a great extent a transit trade between Europe and India (by 1801). The 
balance was in Iran's favor, although Ricks feels this was more true of the 
1765-75 period than later.*^ Commercial and diplomatic relations with India 
were likewise in a state of flux, as the Mughal Empire continued to disinte¬ 
grate before external and internal challenges. The Indian commercial pres¬ 
ence in Iran revived from its low point earlier in the century and reached 
20 to 30 percent of Iran's foreign commerce by 1801, largely in India's favor. 
A report from the 1780s estimates that four-fifths of Iran's imports must be 
paid for in cash, since silk was not in demand in India.®^ In the Persian Gulf, 
meanwhile, up to 75 percent of the trade in the latter stages of the century 
was carried on by Arab traders working with Armenians, Iranians, Turks, 
and Indians. The volume, however, was presumably much lower than a 
century before.*® 

Of more long-lasting import from the standpoint of the nineteenth 
century, Iran's relations with Russia underwent expansion and change after 
1750. No direct Russian contact was made with the Zands until 17M, after 
Karim's death, but Russian diplomats and importers of raw silk dealt with 
the Qajars and other local elites in the north. Trade suffered after 1743 and 
remained somewhat stagnant through the 1770s. Despite the vicissitudes of 
these decades a gradually rising commercial position for Russia in Iran may 
be glimpsed. Scattered data show Russian exports worth 81,151 rubles 
(equal to 8,115 tumans) annually in 1758-60, which increased fourfold by 
1792 to 325,310 rubles (equal to 32,531 tumans), still a relatively small 
amount Imports in 1758-60 averaged 107,000 rubles (no figures for 1792), so 
the balance of trade was in Iran's favor. Russia may have accounted for 15 
to 20 percent of Iran's total trade by 1801. The directors of the EIC com¬ 
plained in the late 1780s: "In the north, Russia is making rapid strides 
towards commercial pre-eminence; and at Moscow, Persian silk is sold in 
large quantities, whilst it is seldom, if ever, seen in London."*® A proto¬ 
imperialism was developing politically and militarily as well as economi- 
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cally. In 1781 Count Voinovich attempted to garrison a force in the Bay of 
Astarabad, bringing him into conflict with the emerging Qajar state, while 
in 1783 Russia assumed a higher profile in Georgian affairs, alarmed by 
growing Qajar power. This clash would devdop into several wars in the 
first third of the nineteenth century. 

Relations with the European powers likewise evolved in this transitional 
period. Karim Khan was gener^ly "pro-trade," and as the opening of his 
grant to the English EIC in 1763 described him, "desirous that the said 
Kingdoms [of Persia] should flourish and re-obtain their ancient grandeur 
by the increase of trade and commerce, as well as by a due execution of 
justice."®^ But, interested as he was in the economic well-being of his realm, 
Karim was concerned that Iran's commerce in the Gulf entailed a negative 
balance of trade which drained specie out of the country, and these two 
tendencies—the desire to promote commerce, the need to prevent a short¬ 
age of money—made for far from smooth relations with the English, Dutch, 
and French in this period. A second major trade issue was the great down¬ 
turn in silk production and exports, now a confirmed trend since the 1720s 
and one which led directly to the negative balance of trade. This put 
pressure on both Karim Khan and the Europeans to find some other pattern 
of trade; the failure to accomplish this ended in the temporary eclipse of a 
European commercial presence in the Gulf on the eve of the nineteenth 
century. The Dutch position collapsed completely when Gulf pirates cap¬ 
tured Aeir outpost on Kharg Island in 1766; the VOC itself was dissolved 
in 1798.®* English imports of Kirmani wool persisted in the 1750s and 1760s, 
but thereafter difficulties arose over English recalcitrance in assisting Iran¬ 
ian operations against Gulf pirates and a perception that Karim opposed all 
export of specie from Iran (thus putting an effective limit on British imports). 
The result was a tenfold decline in trade from 1770 to 1775. A report on 
commerce from the early 1790s indicated net losses on the slim volume of 
sales the EIC conducted. The late eighteenth century thus proved to be the 
lull before a storm of increased commercial relations would break in the 
nineteenth.®^ 


The Rise of the Qajar Dynasty 

A number of factors combined to bring a new dynasty, the Qajars, to a 
position of what would prove to be long-lasting political power in Iran by 
the turn of the nineteenth century. Political, ideological, and economic 
causes were at work, mostly internal in origin, though to a lesser degree 
external as well. The Zands revealed considerable disunity after Karim's 
death in 1779. His reticence to clearly claim the monarchy from the now 
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defunct Safavids and to designate a successor, coupled with a merciful 
nature that left several of his family members alive and with their sight 
intact, created a situation where the Zands consumed each other in deadly 
infighting for the throne. The Qajars, though historically divided into two 
branches, were forcefully united by a single claimant for power, Aqa Mu¬ 
hammad. Located in the more populous north and situated near to Iran's 
growing commercial partner, Russia, the Qajars were eventually able to 
mobilize a more dynamic economic and human resource base, while the 
Zands found themselves in the less populous south, with a more fractious 
tribal situation and vastly diminished ties to the world economy, partly the 
result of Karim's ultimate spuming of the East India companies and the 
decline of trade in the Gulf. The sum of these advantages was a more 
efficient Qajar military machine, which was aided at several junctures by 
fortuitous outcomes in key encounters. The course of events was influenced 
and determined by the momentum generated by these several trends. 

Aqa Muhammad Qajar was the son of Muhammad Hasan Qajar whom 
Karim's army had defeated and eliminated in 1758. After this, Aqa Muham¬ 
mad and his brother fled and lived among the Yamut Turkomans until they 
gave themselves up to Karim in 1771. Aqa Muhammad resided at Karim's 
court where he was able to observe the family infighting and the military 
state of the empire, and upon Karim's death he inunediately fled north to 
the Qajar homeland of Astarabad. From 1779 to 1783 he consolidated his 
hold as leader of the Qajars, expanding his territorial jurisdiction to include 
the neighboring Caspian province of Mazandaran.^ 

During this same period the Zands were fighting among themselves at 
Shiraz. By 1781 four different men had held the tturone, decimating the 
family with their internecine quarrels. Three years later the situation was 
one of dual competing tribal states in Iran, the Qajars in the north and the 
Zands in the south. The Zand ruler 'Ali Murad died in early spring 1785; his 
half-brother Ja'far Khan claimed the throne at Isfahan. A number of Zand 
tribal supporters declared their independence, weakening the Zands mili¬ 
tarily. Ja'far needed the aid of Hajji Ibrahim, a leading merchant, to secure 
Shiraz from 'Ali Murad's nephew, Saypd Murad Khan. Hajji Ibrahim was 
made kalantar of Shiraz and Pars for his efforts. From 1786 to 1789 both sides 
consolidated their forces in anticipation of the coming showdown. The 
Qajars continued to make progress, occupying Isfahan permanently in 1788, 
while on the other side Ja'far Khan Zand was poisoned in 1789 in a 
conspiracy led by Sayyid Murad Khan. Lutf 'Ali Khan, Ja'far's son, assem¬ 
bled a mostly Arab army at Bushire, and aided by forces at Shiraz again led 
by Hajji Ibr^im, deposed and killed Sayyid Murad Khan, making himself 
shah.^^ 

Lutf 'All's jurisdiction in 1789 was limited to Pars, parts of Khuzistan, and 
the area north of Bushire. His army numbered about 20,000 men. Shiraz, 
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economically in good shape, was his main base. The Qaj ar territories in 1789 
included Astarabad, Mazandaran, Tehran, Isfahan, and eastwards to Ram¬ 
adan, and an alliance with the ruler of Kurdistan. Aqa Muhammad's army 
was "well in excess" of 20,000. By 1790 he had taken control of Azarbaijan, 
none of whose tribal leaders nor the merchants who administered Tabriz 
could successfully oppose him. At Shiraz, meanwhile, dissension erupted 
between Lutf 'Ali and his influential kalantar, Hajji Ibrahim. When Lutf 'Ali 
went to meet the Qaj ar army near Isfahan in 1791, Hajji Ibrahim's supporters 
in the Zand army deserted and Lutf 'Ali had to flee to Bushire after Hajji 
Ibrahim denied him entry into Shiraz. Helf goft points out that Hajji Ibrahim 
acted both to save himself and out of a class-conscious motive: As a mer¬ 
chant he wanted stable rule in Iran, and by 1791 he could see that the Qaj ars 
were more likely to provide this than the Zands. A decade later he told 
Malcolm: "None except some plundering soldiers, cared whether a Zund or 
a Kujur was upon the throne; but all desired that Persia should be great and 
powerful, and enjoy internal tranquillity."^^ Xhus Hajji Ibrahim, who 
would go on to serve as Aqa Muhammad's chief minister, was a pivotal 
participant from the merchant/bureaucratic class in the otherwise tribal civil 
war between Qajars and Zands. 

The final encounter lasted from 1791 to 1794. For three years Lutf 'Ali 
fought a hopeless rearguard action, until in November 1794 he was betrayed 
and captured at Bam, then taken to Tehran and executed. The remaining 
Zand family members were hunted down and mutilated or killed by Aqa 
Muhammad; by the early nineteenth century little trace of the tribe re- 
mained.^^ Aqa Muhammad was now ready to proclaim himself shah. This 
he did in early 1796. After pacifying Khurasan, Aqa Muhammad had to 
hurry back to the Caucasus which the Russians had entered. In May 1797 
he was killed in camp by two servants whom he had sentenced to death for 
a minor offence (reminiscent of Nadir, Malcolm says that Aqa Muhammad 
bordered on insanity at the time of his death).^ But Iran was territorially 
intact—except for the Caucasus and Afghanistan it was at its Safavid bor¬ 
ders—and when Aqa Muhammad's nephew took the throne as Path 'Ali 
Shah, ruling till 1834, the Qajars had established their dynasty. 
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CONCLUSION TO PART ONE 


The Significance of the Safavid Period 
and the Eighteenth Century 


It will be useful to stand back now from the empirical detail of our 
historical narrative and attempt to draw together the theoretical and soci¬ 
ological threads of the underlying analysis, so that the relationship between 
the two orders of explanation can be once again made clear. The ground 
covered so far has focused on three principal moments in the history of 
social change in Iran from 1500 to 1800—the seventeenth-century peak, the 
fall of the Safavids in 1722, and the eighteenth-century watershed. 

An undisputed economic peak was attained in the seventeenth centiuy 
under Shah 'Abbas and his immediate successors. Chapter two argued that 
the entire social formation was best conceptualized in Marxian terms not as 
a unitary feudal or Asiatic mode of production but as a hybrid articulation 
of three interrelated modes of production—pastoral nomadism in the tribal 
sector, a peasant crop-sharing system under several overlords (the state, 
tiyul holders, vaqf administrators, and private owners) in the agrarian 
sector, and a petty-commodity mode of production organized by both the 
state and a private sector in the urban economy. The complexity of this social 
structure meant that Iran possessed several ruling classes in the seventeenth 
century—tribal chiefs, controllers of land revenue, and merchants and 
official ulama—over all of whom the Safavid ruling family loomed hege¬ 
monic, by virtue of its location at the top of all three modes of production, 
drawing on the surplus produced in each. The dominance of the Safavid 
state had other determinants as well: Its successful absolutism reposed on 
multiple legitimations—the pre-Islamic divine right of kings and the pres¬ 
tige accorded the founders of the dynasty as heads of a sufi order, claimed 
descent from the Shi'i imams, and credit for the establishment of Shi'ism as 
the new state religion in Iran. All these earned respect and authority for the 
ruling family among tribespeople, peasantry, and towndwellers. The 
Safavids' 222-year reign was the longest in a millennium in Iran (and the 
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longest since) and this durability constitutes further testimony to the polit¬ 
ical stability they enjoyed. 

In assessing Iran's external relations in the seventeenth century, we 
found them characterized qualitatively as above aU relations of parity 
vis-a-vis both the rising commercial powers of the West (Holland, England, 
and France) and Iran's neighboring Islamic empires (the Ottomans, 
Mughals, and Uzbeks). In terms of the mix of raw materials and "manufac¬ 
tures," balance of trade, and apportionment of profits, there was no possi¬ 
bility of finding Iran dependent on Europe at this early stage in their 
relations. Rather, in world-systemic terms, Iran was a world-empire in the 
external arena, or, seen from the Iranian point of view, Europe was part of 
Iran's external arena. Both sides were fairly self-sufficient and structurally 
independent of each other, and thus, when they interacted, they did so as 
relative equals. This relationship was yet another factor in the stability of 
the Iranian political economy and the paramoimt position of the shahs, who 
were among the main internal beneficiaries of the world trade. 

For all its longevity and material and cultural accomplishments, this 
social structure, and its underl 3 dng political economy, were anything but 
static. The existence of several modes of production exacerbated tendencies 
to conflict and shaped these m certain directions. Popular movements of 
peasants, tribespeople, and bazaar classes did occur in the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries, but the obstacles to orga nizin g resistance across 
economic and geographic sectors rendered success at the level of national 
political power or achieving local independence illusory. Rather, inter- and 
intra-elite struggles proved more salient in the Safavid period. After several 
tribal civU wars in the sixteenth century, the Safavid state temporarily 
succeeded in imposing its absolutist claim over the imruly tribal elite in the 
early seventeenth century. Two generations later, an intra-elite conflict 
within the ruling household involving the harem factions and leading 
ulama undermined the ability of the shahs to control this fractious system, 
and 'Abbas's successors were incapable of furthering his policies. At the 
same time, signs of fiscal crisis appeared—an unfavorable balance of trade 
drained specie out of Iran and prices rose internally, while the state's 
expenditures on the army, court, and harem grew inordinately. Thus exter¬ 
nal economic relations were a contributing factor to a political and economic 
deterioration that had largely internal determinants. 

The Safavid dynasty lurched into an intertwined economic, political, and 
ideological crisis by the turn of the eighteenth century. Budgetary prob¬ 
lems, intra-elite squabbling, and along period of peace with the Ottomans 
undermined its military capabilities. Persecution of non-Shi'i minorities 
rent the social fabric, alienating Georgian military commanders and bureau¬ 
crats, Armenian merchants, Zoroastrian and Hindu communities, and most 
fatefully, the Sunni tribal groups on the periphery of the empire in the 
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Caucasus, Baluchistan, Khuzistan, and the Afghan provinces. A small army 
of Afghan tribesmen easily brought down the whole edifice in 1722 when 
no provincial army rallied to the aid of the Safavids besieged at Isfahan, and 
high level betrayals and dissension precluded any effective mUitaty re¬ 
sponse from an army that had been neglected for several decades. When 
the state faltered, the empire quickly collapsed. Iran's more powerful and 
aggressive neighbors, the Ottomans and Russians, promptly made incur¬ 
sions in the west and north, and by 1724 the country was divided at least 
four ways by the Afghans, Ottomans, Russians, and remaining Safavid 
forces under Tahmasp and his soon-to-be master. Nadir. 

The depth of the disastrous circumstances which the Iranian people lived 
through for the remainder of the eighteenth century—almost eight de¬ 
cades—^was recognized as early as the 1780s when an EIC report noted "the 
comparison between the past and present state of Persia, in every respect, 
will be found truly deplorable."^ A modem historian, Jean Aubin, has 
characterized the centxuy as "catastrophic... by far the blackest period in 
the whole history of Islamic Iran."^ And om analysis of conditions during 
the successive reigns of the Afghans, Nadir Shah, Karim Khan Zand, and 
the rise of the Qajars has borne this out in a tale of economic collapse and 
societal dislocation, of wars, civil and foreign, famine, disease, and emigra¬ 
tion, adding up to destruction of the economy and depopulation of the 
country. 

The consequences of this experience, in light of the achievements of the 
Safavid period, went very deep. The reversal of the internal dynamic of 
economic development in Iran is the most striking. Jahangir Saleh and 
Alessandro Bausani have suggested that the breakdown entailed the loss 
of a historic opportunity to develop an indigenous capitalism, whether by 
state direction from above or by merchant capital in the urban sector.® While 
this may seem exaggerated, it is intriguing to speculate how an intact 
Safavid political economy, after another century of stable growth and 
prosperity, would have fared in the nineteenth century. There can be no 
doubt that the urban economy's development was set back enormously, and 
the eighteenth century did in effect seal off any incipient evolution toward 
capitalism, if one was in motion at the Safavid zenith in the seventeenth 
century. In a related development, the state was weakened as the central 
single economic actor in the social formation—the Afghans, Afshars, and 
Zands lacked the extensive royal domains of the Safavids, did far less 
building and commercial infrastructural work, controlled the lucrative silk 
monopoly less determinedly (and more significantly, saw the voliune of silk 
exported plummet quite drastically), and for the most part commanded far 
fewer resources. This weakened the state politically as well, with effects 
extending through the next century. The role of the tribes was likewise 
transformed in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries—^while the prom- 
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inence of Afghans, Afshars, Zands, and finally Qajars in the successive tribal 
wars would seem to verify Lambton's thesis of a "tribal resurgence," none 
of these could maintain itself for long except the Qajars. The Afghans were 
rejected as alien interlopers, the Afshars rose and fell with Nadir's imperial 
delusions, the Zands failed to found a dynasty for all Karim's popularity. 
Many tribes still managed to thrive in their local areas within the limits of 
the pastoral nomadic mode of production, but their chiefly leaders, as 
contenders for hegemony among the several ruling classes of Iran, never 
recovered the preeminent position they had fought for in the sixteenth 
centuiy. Finally, peasants undoubtedly suffered more than tribespeople in 
the eighteenth centuiy as irrigation systems deteriorated, troop movements 
bankrupted them, military commanders drafted them, and the state 
squeezed them for taxes. 

In conclusion, internally, though each mode of production remained 
intact from the sixteenth to the late eighteenth centuries, all were signifi¬ 
cantly weakened, as was the state as an economic entity, and the sum of 
their parts as a social formation was rather less by 1800 than it had been 
under 'Abbas in the 1620s. The eighteenth century was a developmental 
reversal of huge proportions and its consequences, in terms of an unmea¬ 
surable lost opportunity, continued to adversely affect the country into the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 

Externally, the century saw an erosion of the developing contacts with 
the West of 'Abbas's day, not in the qualitative direction of any tendency 
toward an incipient dependency but in absolute terms as a lack of any 
contacts at all by the 1780s and 1790s. If the Etuopeans were not maj or actors 
in the turbulent eighteenth century, they were in a sense yet another 
missing ingredient in the political economy of the Afghans, Nadir Shah, and 
Kaiim Khan alike. This too represented a decline in state power vis-a-vis 
late Safavid times. As the European-centered world system of capitalism 
emerged along the new maritime routes to India, southeast Asia, and the 
Americas, the loss of Middle Eastern centrality as a link between East and 
West increasingly made itself felt While Iran suffered neither the hyper¬ 
inflation and military pressure that the Ottomans did nor the growing 
colonial incursions that the Mughals felt, its long stay in the external arena 
of this world economy meant an inability to emerge definitively as either a 
powerful core or a dominated periphery. Loss of contact with the West thus 
contributed to a gradual, relative decline commercially, militarily, and 
politically which would be a heavy legacy for the Qajars in the nineteenth 
century. Thus, due to isolation from opportunities and stimulus, we have a 
case of decline in the world system witiaout dependency or peripheraliza- 
tion, a distinctive path in comparative international perspective, roughly 
true also of China and Japan. 
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In terms of political culture, finally, the century was also a watershed in 
some crucial ways. The Safavid absolutist project did not die suddenly. It 
required the ruthlessness of the Afghan occupation, the syncretic religion 
and nulitaiy expansionism of Nadir's false starts, and Karim's successorless 
experiment with just government and moderation at Shiraz before a viable 
new dynasty superseded 'Abbas the Greaf s descendants. Each of the three 
intervening "dynasties"—^Afghans, Afshars, and Zands—^weakened the 
Safavid hold on the popular and elite imaginations, but each lacked one or 
more of the material or ideological resources that had made the Safavids 
hegemonic. The failiu'e of Karim Khan in particular to perpetuate his reign 
of efficiency and justice was a historical missed opportunity for Iran, but 
one which was in a sense inevitable without a wider intern^ and external 
base or far-reaching claim to monarchical legitimation. The successive fail¬ 
ures to establish firm central control had the cumulative effect of weakening 
the institution of the monarchy as a whole, and lessened the prospects for 
any future absolutism as unquestioned as had been the Safavids'. 

A parallel development of import was the decoupling of the state-ulama 
connection that flourished under the Safavids. The Sunni Afghans and 
Nadir attempted to lodge Shi'ism from its position as state and national 
religion; Karim restored it only nominally. lAAule Iran retained for the most 
part a Shi'i religious culture, the tilama lost economic power in the form of 
state patronage and vast vaqf landholdings and in the course of the century 
developed a greater reliance on economic, kinship, and ideological ties with 
the xurban bazaar classes. As Algar observes, "Religious loyalty was no 
longer synonymous with loyalty to the monarch, and Shi'ism was estab¬ 
lished as an autonomous force."^ This trend was reinforced by the emer¬ 
gence of the high ulama as a pole of cultural and political influence with 
the usulis' insistence that mujtcihids were needed to interpret the faith. 
Despite all the political and economic dislocations of the century, Shi'ism 
proved durable and socially cementing in Iran, but saw a shift in its locus 
of legitimation away from the monarchy and downward into the popular 
milieu. 

It took the greater part of the eighteenth century to effect the transition 
from Safavids to Qajars—^via Afghan invasion. Nadir's reconquest and 
Asian campaigns, renewed dvil wars, Karim Khan's smaller Iran, another 
round of civil wars, and finally, the bloody rise of the new Qajar dynasty. 
In multiple respects the century provided a disastrous link between the 
promising political economy of the seventeenth and the social formation of 
the nineteenth, which would be stable but at a far more precarious level of 
development The suffering of the Iranian people was great in this period, 
and the shadows it cast would prove to be long. A study of the contours of 
the resulting system will make clear the terms of the new dispensation. 
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whose limits are best considered against the achievements of an e arli er time, 
now lost to view. 


Notes 


1. Three Reports, 86. 

2. Aubin, "La politique religieuse ties safavides," 241. This would seem to overlook the even 
greater devastation wrought by the Mongols in the thirteenth century. 

3. Bausani, The Persians, 152-53; Saleh, "Social Formations in Iran," 107. 

4. Algar, "Shi'ism and Iran," 300. See also Arjomand, The Shadow of God and the Hidden Imam, 
215: "temporal rule was deliberately shorn of all hierocratic trappings." 



PART TWO 


Social Structure and Social Change 
in Qajar Iran, 1800-1925 


From 1905 to 1925 Iran was plunged into a whirlwind of social dislocation 
and change. The years 1905 to 1911 witnessed a tumultuous upheaval 
known as the Constitutional revolution, involving mass participation, par¬ 
ticularly in the urban sector, directed primarily against the autocratic dom¬ 
ination of society by the Qaj ar state and its helplessness in the face of foreign 
powers. In 1906 Muzaffar al-Din Shah was forced to grant a constitution; in 
1908 his successor Muhammad 'Ali staged a coup against the first parliament 
(the majlis); and in 1909 the anti-constitutional shah was compelled to 
abdicate in favor of his eleven-year old son. The revolution finally ended 
in late 1911 when Russian troops entered Iran to dissolve the second majlis 
and prop up the shaky Qajar monarchy. World War I brought severe 
economic hardship exacerbated by Turkish and Russian armies fighting on 
Iranian soil and culminating in a tragic famine in 1918-19 that took an 
enormous toll in human lives. While the Russian revolution removed the 
tsar's strong hand from Iranian affairs, the British proposed a protectorate¬ 
like status for Iran in 1919, and when this proved unpopular and politically 
unacceptable, backed the coup of a rising military commander named Reza 
Khan Pahlavi in February 1921 to restore the state's authority. Reza Khan 
maneuvered steadily into a position of unquestioned power until the majlis 
dissolved the Qajar dynasty late in 1925 and he crowned himself as the 
founder of a new Pahlavi dynasty. 

This dramatic sequence of events reposed on a prior transition in the 
Iranian political economy brought about largely by the growing depen¬ 
dence of Iran on the Russian and British governments and economies in the 
course of the nineteenth century. The alternately defiant and hopeful 
attitudes of the early Qajar shahs toward the two European powers had 
been dashed decisively by the turn of the twentieth century, as the Qajar 
state found itself in growing debt, with little control over its own customs 
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revenues and tariffs, roads, communications, banks, or army. Internal eco¬ 
nomic development had slowly taken place over the hundred year period, 
as evidenced by the available data on foreign trade, agricultural production, 
and population growth. But much of its pace and form was likewise deter¬ 
mined from abroad and its benefits were limited to a few groups, notably 
the court, a new class of landlords, and a section of merchants. The great 
bulk of peasants, tribespeople, artisans, small traders, and urban poor were 
living through an experience of either stagnation or deterioration in their 
changing conditions of Ufe. Only now, especially in the cities, they were 
finding articulate voices among the ulama and other educated groups to 
criticize the political system that subjected them to foreign control. 

Chapter four of this study analyzes these major political, economic, and 
ideological developments in the Iranian social formation by bringing into 
play the key concept of dependent development. We shall thus trace the impact 
of Iran's insertion into the nineteenth-century world capitalist system as a 
peripheral area to the European core and semiperiphery, exploring the 
consequences of a deepening dependency upon Russia and Great Britain 
for the principal social classes and significant groups in Iranian society in 
empirical detail. And in light of this process, the major movements for social 
change discussed in chapter five—^reform efforts by the state, urban and 
tribal rebellions, the Constitutional revolution, and the separatist move¬ 
ments and Pahlavi coup of the post-World War I period—can be seen as 
complex responses by the groups and classes living through the turmoil of 
transition to a dependent relationship with outside forces. Taken together, 
the two chapters of this part demonstrate the dialectic of political economy 
and culture discussed in chapter one and reveal the interplay of the intern^ 
and external logics of social change in a concrete historical setting. 
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Crossing the Threshold 
of Dependence: 

The Iranian Social Formation 
from 1800 to 1914 


The shah is sovereign of his country, and as such he desires to be independent. There are 
two great powers with whom Persia is in more or less direct contact—Russia and the 
English power in India. The first has more military means than the second: on the other 
hand, England has more money than Russia. The two powers can thus do Persia good and 
evil; in order above all to avoid the evil, the shah is desirous of keeping himself, with respect 
to them, within the relations of good friendship and free from all contestation. If, on the 
contrary, hefinds himself threatened on one side, he will betake himself to the other in search 
of the support which he shall stand in need of. That is not what he desires, but to what he 
may be driven, for he is not more the friend of one than of the other of those powers: he 
desires to be with them on a footing of equal friendship. What he cherishes above all is his 
independence, and the maintenance of good relations with foreign powers. 

—^Husayn Khan, Iranian diplomat during the reign of 
Muhammad Shah (1834-1848)^ 


» » * 

[T]he antagonism existing between Russia and England has become such that should I 
wish to go out for an excursion or a shooting expedition in the north, east and west of my 
country, I must consult the English, and should I intend to go south I must consult the 
Russians. 

—remarks attributed to Nasir al-Din Shah in 1888 by the 
English charge d'affaires Wolff^ 

A central controversy in the economic history of Iran revolves around 
the nature of the changes that occurred in the nineteenth century: Was 
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there an economic "decline" or can one see the "beginnings of moderniza¬ 
tion" in the long reign of the Qajar dynasty from 1800 to 1925?^ Did livings 
standards rise or fall? Did the level and type of consumption improve or 
deteriorate for the majority of the population, and within the subsectors of 
peasant agriculture, tribal pastoralism, and urban production and trade? In 
the view of Julian Bharier, "In 1900 Iran was ... a fairly primitive, almost 
isolated state, barely distinguishable as an economic entity.... There were 
signs that the economy was developing but at the turn of lire century it still 
remained one of the most backward countries in the world."^ Other impor¬ 
tant works lay stress on the benefits of commercialized agriculture, rising 
per capita incomes, and more Western-style ("modem") political institu¬ 
tions.^ 

"How much" development took place in Qajar Iran, then? In contrast to 
Bharier and others who are either looking forward into the petroleum-led 
industrialization of the post-World War I period or are comparing early 
twentieth-century Iran unfavorably with its Ottoman, Egyptian, and Brit¬ 
ish Indian neighbors, it will be demonstrated here that considerable devel¬ 
opment took place in the course of the nineteenth century and that Iran in 
1914 was transformed significantly from the situation prevailing in 1800. 
But in contrast to analyses that optimistically assess the changes as progres¬ 
sive and the seeds of modernization, it will be argued that Iran's develop¬ 
ment was dependent because it was shaped from abroad and severely 
limited in both form and extent. Thus the key concept of dependent develop¬ 
ment now comes into play, as a process of change involving internal and 
external actors and causes, with political, economic, and social effects. 

In exploring the nature of dependence in Qajar Iran, this chapter moves 
from the external political and economic relations of Iran with Britain, 
Russia, and other countries to internal economic developments in Iran's 
three (and later four) modes of production. This procedure, the inverse of 
that followed in chapters two and three, is now invoked because a theory 
of growing dependence of Iran on the West is operative. This is not to say 
that all (or perhaps even most) of the internal economy was determined by 
the external relations but rather that a critical threshold was crossed in this 
period such that increasingly large numbers of people were affected to a 
greater extent than ever before in their daily lives by forces emanating from 
outside Iran. This process extended to the Qajar state as well, whose 
institutions were recast and weakened by their new relations to the West 
and civil society. Along the way, data on secular trends in the Qajar political 
economy assess such realities as the composition and balance of foreign 
trade, inflation and wage data, and the fiscal crises faced by the state—all 
key indicators of the impact and nature of dependent development 
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External Political and Economic Relations 

The Napoleonic wars in the first decade of the nineteenth century 
re-stimulated European contact with Iran as both England and France 
sought friendly relations while Russia invaded the country again.^ After 
the long disruptions of the eighteenth century, the English East India 
Company signed treaties of alliance and commerce with the Qajars in 1801 
but failed to come to Iran's aid when Russia occupied the Caucasus in 1804. 
After a disappointing alliance with the French, Iran turned to the English 
again and in late 1814 the two signed a "(Definitive) Treaty of Defensive 
Alliance." The British failed to come to the shah's aid when war broke out 
between Russia and Iran from 1826 to 1828, alleging (falsely) that Iran had 
been the aggressor. A growing consensus emerged in England by the early 
1830s however that Russia posed a threat of further expansion in Asia at the 
expense of Iran, the Ottoman Empire, and Central Asia. Thus was bom the 
outlines of what came to be known as the "Eastern Question," or "the Great 
Game," in which Iran assumed increasing strategic importance as a buffer 
against Russian advances toward India. From 1837 to 1857, England used 
force or the threat of it on several occasions to thwart Iran's own ambitions 
in Afghanistan, which was also emerging as a new buffer state supported 
by Britain. The use of military power to achieve diplomatic and strategic 
advantage thus confirmed the commercial preeminence of Great Britain in 
Iran by mid-century.^ Actual British trade with Iran saw a sharp rise in the 
first half of the nineteenth century, both in the Persian Gulf and along new 
routes to the more populous northern markets. As the EIC established its 
political hegemony in India, it began to replace Indian textiles with its own 
piece goods in the Gulf trade with Iran. A more substantial trade also began 
to reach northern Iran by ship to the Black Sea Ottoman port of Trabzon, 
then overland to Tabriz, which became Iran's largest emporium. By the 
1850s, Britain was well-entrenched as Iran's leading trade partner, account¬ 
ing for up to or over 50 percent of exports and even more of Iran's imports.® 

The half-century from 1863 to 1914 witnessed a series of "concessions" to 
exploit or monopolize raw materials and infrastructural development in 
Iran, granted to both English and Russian subjects and their governments.^ 
In 1872 the shah entered into an agreement with British subject Baron Paul 
Julius de Reuter for a seventy-year concession to lay railroads, install 
telegraph lines, regulate river navigation, exploit mines and state forests, 
and construct irrigation works, with first option on future concessions to 
open a bank, build streets and roads, mills and factories—all this in return 
for a 40,000 pound sterling deposit to the shah. The British viceroy to India, 
Lord Curzon, called the Reuter concession "the most complete and extraor¬ 
dinary surrender of the entire industrial resources of a kingdom into foreign 
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hands that has probably ever been dreamed of, much less accomplished, in 
history."^*^ Public opinion soon forced its cancellation, butin compensation, 
Reuter was authorized to establish the Bank of Reuter (later the British- 
owned Imperial Bank of Persia) and a mining corporation that prospected 
unsuccessfully for oil in the 1890s. The bank however had a monopoly on 
the issue of bank notes and cut significantly into the local money-lending 
markets, making loans of 500,000 pounds to the government in 1892,200,000 
in 1903, and 100,000 in 1904. 

Two final concessions of note were for the exploitation of tobacco and 
oil. In 1890 the shah granted a monopoly on tobacco sales to a British 
company; a massive social movement forced its cancellation, but not with¬ 
out an indemnity of 500,000 pounds sterling which he had to borrow from 
the English Imperial Bank. A less controversial but equally fateful conces¬ 
sion was the "special and exclusive privilege" granted to William Knox 
D'Arcy in May 1901 "to search for, obtain, exploit, develop, render suitable 
for trade, cany away and sell natural gas petroleum, asphalt and ozokerite 
throughout the whole extent of the Persian Empire for a term of sixty years." 
The Iranian state was to receive in return a one-time payment of 20,000 
pounds sterling in cash and an equal amount in shares in the company, plus 
16 percent of the annual net profits. ^2 oil was discovered in the souAwest 
on May 26, 1908 and the Anglo-Persian Oil Company (APOC), under 
complete British ownership, was created. The British Admiralty under 
Winston Churchill acquired controlling financial interest in the APOC in 
May 1914 by buying 2,001,000 pounds sterling out of 4,000,000 in shares, 
making Iran's 20,000 pound interest a very small one indeed. In 1923, 
Churchill claimed that the investment had earned his government forty 
million pounds sterling, while Iran's share of the revenues had come to two 

million pounds. 

In addition to the profits generated by these concessions, British trade 
with Iran continued to increase in the period up to World War I. Total trade 
climbed from 1.7 million pounds sterling in 1875 to 3 million in 1895 and 4.5 
million by 1914. The balance was in England's favor by as much as 20 
percent Due to Russia's rapid rise in the overall trade of Iran, this absolute 
increase for British trade still entailed a decline in its share, down from the 
50 percent or more of the 1850s to 33 percent in 1903 and 20 percent by 1914, 
about one-half of which was with British India. The British empire's share 
of the export trade to Iran was higher, at about 25 percent Litten's rough 
estimate of British capital investment in Iran from 1860 to 1913 totals almost 
ten million pounds sterling in oil, loans, transport, telegraphs, and carpet 
companies. 

If the overarching aim of English policy in Iran was to use the country 
as a buffer in defense of its greater interests in India and to contain undue 
Russian expansion into Asia, to fully assess the British position in Iran it is 
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necessary to examine the position of her main nineteenth-century compet¬ 
itor, Tsarist Russia, which by 1914 had become the dominant foreign power 
in Iran. Russia fought and won two maj or wars with Iran between 1801 and 
1828. The first gave Russia large amounts of Iranian territory, including 
Baku, and set trade duties at five percent A second war, instigated by 
Russian treaty violations in 1826, saw initial Iranian victories followed by 
defeat and further loss of territories, an indemnity of three million pounds 
sterling, and confirmation of the favorable commercial rights.^® Economic 
gains followed military victories. Exports to Iran, according to one set of 
estimates, rose tenfold from 1758-60 to the time of the second war in 1826. 
By the mid-nineteenth century 5.3 million rubles of goods were imported 
from Iran against only 900,000 rubles of exports. This represents under 
one-tenth of the imports and about one-third of the exports of Iran, no great 
increase perhaps over Malcolm's estimate in 1800 that gave Russia roughly 
15 percent of Iran's total trade, but significant in view of England's phenom¬ 
enal rise.^^ 

After 1850 Russia began a rise to commercial and political hegemony in 
Iran, in part encouraged by its own industrialization and expansion into 
Central Asia toward Iran. This generated demands for labor and agricultural 
staples and greatly increased access to Iran's markets for the fledgling 
Russian manufactures. Russian methods shifted to a more peaceful empha¬ 
sis on economic penetration—what Marvin Entner has called "ruble im¬ 
perialism." Like the English, the Russians sought concessions, influence 
over institutions, and increased trade. The most important concessions they 
obtained were in fisheries on the Caspian, road-building, telegraphs, rail¬ 
roads, and banking. The series of agreements not to build railways between 
1890 and World War I is instructive in showing how Britain and especially 
Russia acted to preserve their own interests and thwart each other's at Iran's 
expense. A key institution of economic penetration was the Russian Bank 
established in 1891, which soon acquired vast mortgage properties, oper¬ 
ated mercantile transactions, and made large loans to the Qajar state. By 
1914 the bank's 127 million rubles exceeded that of all capital investments 
by the British government and its citizens in Iran on the eve of World War 
I.^^ The turning point in the rise of Russian hegemony came in the 1880s 
and 1890s. As Table 4.1 shows, Russia had drawn even to if not surpassed 
England as Iran's leading trading partner by 1895; the gap continued to 
widen through the next decade. By 1914 it was indisputable: Russia pro¬ 
vided 56 percent of Iran's imports and took 72 percent of exports, to Britain's 
28 and 13 percent, respectively. The balance of trade also slowly shifted into 
Russia's favor, reaching one million pounds sterling by 1910-14. The ex¬ 
traordinary degree of Russian control over Iran in the economic sphere by 
the outbreak of the First World War has been eloquently stated by Entner: 
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TABLE 4.1 Total Trade of Iran with Russia and Britain, 1875-1914 

(in pounds sterling) 


Year 

With Russia 

With Britain 

1875 

circa 1.0 million 

1.7 million 

1895 

3.4-3.5 million 

3.0 nvUlion 

1904 

3.75-5.5 million 

2.5-3.0 million 

1914 

12.0 million 

4.5 million 


Sources: Ashraf and Hekmat, "Merchants and Artisans," 734; Platt, Finance, Trade 
and Politics, 228; Bausard, The Persians, 168; Keddie, "The Impact of the West," 93; 
Rabino, "An Economist's Notes on Persia," 267; MacLean, "Report on Conditions 
and Prospects," in Issawi, EHI, 137; Entner, Russo-Persian Commercial Relations, 8-9; 
Issawi, EHI, 142. 


"To a remarkable extent, Persia had been drawn into Russia's economic orbit 
and was a functioning part of her economy."^* 

This control was mirrored on the political plane. In 1904, the instructions 
of the Russian Foreign Ministry to anew minister in Tehran read: 

The main obj ect that has been pursued by us... in the course of a long contact 
with Persia, may be defined in the following manner: To preserve the integrity 
and inviolability of the Shah's domains, not seeking territorial increases for 
ourselves cind not permitting the dominance of a third power, gradually to 
subject Persia to our domination without the violation, however, of either the 
external signs of Persia's indepjendence or her internal structure. In other 
words, our task is: politically to make Persia obedient and useful; that is 
sufficiently strong to be a tool in our hands—economically, to preserve for 
ourselves the major share of the Persian market for free and exclusive exploi¬ 
tation by Russian efforts and capiteil. This close relationship and its consequent 
economic and political results, when attained by us, will result in a substantial 
foundation upon which we Ccin carry on fruitful activity. 

The specific classes among which Russia expanded its hold from economic 
to political influence extended from the merchants with whom it had 
de^ngs, and to a lesser extent northern peasants and tribespeople, all the 
way to the court. Another key state institution where Russia came to have 
preponderant influence was the weak Qaj ar army, whose most reliable unit 
by die 1890s was the Russian-trained and officered "Cossack Brigade"; three 
times a day the soldiers were ordered to shout in Turki "Hmrah Emperator, 
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chok saghol Shah!" (Hurrah to the [Russian] Emperor, long life to the 

Shah!).20 

In the 1890s, then, Russia began to pull away in the peaceful, gradual 
economic competition for control in Iran, but on a world scale still lagged 
behind other imperialist powers and possessed internal military and indus¬ 
trial weaknesses. The attempted revolution of 1905 and the external defeat 
by a rising Japan in their 1904-5 war brought these to light and slowed down 
absolute Russian hegemony in Iran. The existing balance of forces between 
Russia and England was accurately reflected and formalized in the "Anglo- 
Russian Convention on Persia, Afghanistan and Tibet" of August 1907. The 
preamble to this document claims that Great Britain and Russia are "mutu¬ 
ally engaged to respect the integrity and independence of Persia," but goes 
on to state that "each of them has, for geographical and economic reasons, 
a special interest in the maintenance of peace and order in certain provinces 
of Persia." According to the agreement's terms Russia "received" as its 
sphere of influence the wealthiest and most populous provinces of Iran, 
along with the capital and other key political centers, while Britain's area 
in the south was quite limited. The oil fields (discovered a year later) lay in 
the neutral zone between them.^^ The "Great Game" came to a quiet end 
with this peaceful division of interests in Iran and the rise of a mutual threat 
to Russia and England in the form of a belligerent German empire in the 
years from the Agreement to the First World War. Russia dominated Iranian 
affairs even more thoroughly with a military occupation that ended the 
Constitutional revolution in 1911 and Britain acquiesced in this, content to 
have a stable, pliant government and secure in its access to Iran's oil and 
India's hinterland. Thus Russia enjoyed unchallenged hegemony in Iran on 
the eve of 1914, having overcome both internal and external opposition to 
do so. 

As Table 4.2 makes clear, no other country challenged the predominance 
of Russia or the distant but solid second place of England in Iran's foreign 
trade by the eve of World War I. The Ottoman Empire was in third place 
overall, with roughly four times less than the trade of Great Britain. Ger¬ 
many had more of the imports but far fewer of Iran's exports than the 
Ottomans. Especially active in the export of carpets, there was also a surge 
of German investments in early modem factories from 1910 to 1914 and 
hopes for a link to the German-built Baghdad railroad. France enjoyed 
considerable cultural influence through its religious missions and schools, 
but France, Italy, Belgium, Austria-Hungary, and Afghanistan combined 
provided only 8-9 percent of Iran's imports and took only 5-6 percent of her 
exports. The situation had changed drastically since the start of the Qajars' 
reign in 1800. Then, according to Malcolm's report, Iran's main tra^ng 
partners were Afghanistan and Central Asia (33.75 percent), the Ottoman 
empire (26 percent), and India (19.5 percent), followed by Russia with 15 
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TABLE 4.2 Trade of Iran, by Country, 1913/14 

(in thousands of rubles) 


Trading Partner 

Imports to Iran 

Percent 

Exports from Iran 

Percent 

Russia 

64,000 

55.53 

54,371 

71.57 

Great Britain/India 

32,032 

27.76 

10,280 

13.53 

Ottoman Empire 

4,021 

3.49 

6,637 

8.74 

Germany 

5,468 

4.74 

531 

.69 

France 

3,533 

3.06 

826 

1.09 

Italy 

1,008 

.87 

2,614 

3.44 

Belgium 

2,740 

2.38 

41 

.05 

Austria-Hungary 

1,606 

1.39 

130 

.17 

Afghanistan 

899 

.78 

534 

.70 


Source: Entner, Russo-Persian Commercial Relations, 64 table 9, calculations mine. 


percent, while the English EIC had only 3 percent, barely ahead of the Gulf 
and Red Sea principalities (2.25 percent).^ A major change, titen, was the 
rise of the Europeans as trading partners, from imder 19 percent (to include 
a backward Russia) to about 94 percent (transferring British India to the 
European column), between 18(X) and 1914. 

In looking at the overall trends in the foreign trade we can see growth, 
certainly, but of a problematic kind. Total trade seems to have doubled from 
1800 to 1860, then quadrupled from 1860 to 1914. If prices are adjusted for, 
the volume of products traded may have risen by three times from 18(X) to 
1860 and four times from 1860 to 1914, or twelve-fold in the 114 years. Since 
figures for 1800 included a large amount of goods in transit bolh ways, the 
rise in "real" imports and exports was even larger, perhaps on the order of 
15-20 times.23 Large as the increase was in terms of the internal Iranian 
economy, it should also be seen in international perspective as on the low 
side for the region in this period: World trade as a whole grew 50 times from 
1800 to 1914, including Eg)q)t at 50-60 times, India (50 times), and Turkey 
(15-20 times). According to Issawi, "The available figures for Iraq and Syria 
also show a much higher rate of growth."^ As imports outstripped exports 
after mid-century a trade deficit arose, reaching three million pounds 
sterling by 1913. This led to foreign loans, depreciation of the currency, and 
further business concessions. All of these indicated growing dependence of 
Iran on the West, most had negative consequences. 

The composition of Iran's trade also changed dramatically in this period 
toward a classic "colonial" pattern by the early twentieth century. The 
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trends in textiles tell much of the story. In 1857 27 percent of Iran's exports 
consisted of hand-made cotton, wool, and silk textiles but by the early 
twentieth century this had fallen to little more than one percent, replaced 
on the one hand by a "traditional" manufacture—carpets (12 percent in 
1911-13)—and on the other by an increase of raw material exports of silk, 
wool, and especially cotton (26 percent or more in 1911-13). Iran's major 
exports moved decisively in the direction of raw materials such as rice, dried 
fruits and nuts, and opium (these were 4 percent in 1857, 32 percent in 
1911-13). On the import side the preponderance of two kinds of products is 
striking: Machine-made textiles of all kinds represented 63 percent of 
imports in the 1850s and still over 30-40 percent a half century later, while 
tea and sugar rose from 11 percent to 30 percent of the total. The remaining 
imports in both eras were largely manufactures—metals, hardware, glass¬ 
ware. Iran's imports in the 1850s were 76 percent manufactures against 32 
percent for her exports; in 1904 imports were over 60 percent manufactures 
but manufactured exports were down under 25 percent (with carpets alone 
accounting for 10 percent); in 1911-13 imports were more than 73 percent 
manufactures (counting refined sugar), while Iran's manufactured exports 
were something over 13 percent, with carpets at 12 percent^ 

As might be expected, the composition of Iran's trade had a serious 
impact on its terms of trade and this too was negative. 'Abbas Chamseddine 
Kia has estimated that in the late nineteenth centvuy Iran's volume of raw 
material exports was five times greater than the volume of its imported 
manufactures, yet the imports cost three times as much.^^ A depreciating 
currency made Iran's exports cheaper on the international market; this 
combined with a general drop in world prices for raw materials beginning 
in the 1870s and lasting a quarter of a century.^ The price of wheat, for 
example, fell from $1.50 a bushel in 1871 to $0.23 in 1894; for opium, from 
almost 18 shillings a pound in 1867-69 to about 8 in 1901-03; for raw silk, 
from 1 pound sterling per kilogram before 1864 to 0.25 pounds sterling thirty 
years later. Iran had to export twice as much rice to the north to pay for the 
rice it imported from India in the south.^ The export "boom" then was in 
volume, rather than value, a dubious advantage for the economy. On the 
import side, the prices for tea and sugar dropped by factors of three and two 
as well, while textiles fluctuated less, so some of Iran's losses were made 
good,^^ although on the whole it would seem that the terms of trade 
deteriorated more for exports than imports, to Iran's ultimate detriment 
The inescapable conclusion to be drawn out of the evidence is the 
ineluctable rise of foreign control and power vis-4-vis Iran. In the terms of 
world-system theory, Iran moved from the external arena of the sixteenth, 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries—and from its own point of view it 
was part of a non-European core at the height of Safavid splendor in the 
seventeenth—to the periphery of the world capitalist system in the course of 
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the nineteenth century. Late Qajar Iran clearly fits Wallerstein's definition 
of the periphery: "The periphery of a world-economy is that geographical 
sector of it wherein production is primarily of lower-ranking goods (that is, 
goods whose labor is less well rewarded) but which is an integral part of 
the overall system of the division of labor, because the commodities in¬ 
volved are essential for everyday use."^ The increasing exchange of Iran's 
raw materials—opium, cotton, rice, wheat, tobacco, dried fruits, nuts, silk, 
and wool—for Europe's manufactures, and European control of the terms 
of trade, tariffs, shipping, and transport, are all powerful indicators of this 
new pattern of peripheralization and dependence. 

But due to the intensity of Russian-British rivalry in Iran, Iran was a 
periphery of a particular kind. Unlike those countries and regions that were 
directly colonized (India, Egypt, much of Africa, southeast Asia, and else¬ 
where), or were formally independent but subj ect to a single strong outside 
power (most of Latin America, first to England and then to the United 
States), Iran was a battleground for two strong imperialisms—England, the 
core power, and Russia, a semiperipheral giant on its northern border. In 
this, Iran was comparable to Afghanistan and in a more complex way, due 
to the greater number of competitors, to China and the Ottoman Empire. 
As Bausani notes, "Iran thus had all the disadvantages of being a colony 
without any of the few advantages, such as the creation of industries either 
to the direct benefit of the colonizers or for their military purposes, im¬ 
provements in the juridical system, and so forth.''^^ The clearest examples 
of this are in the lack of infrastructural development, especially the agree¬ 
ments not to build railroads, and the "most favored nation" commercial 
status that had to be won by Russian armies, extended under the overbear¬ 
ing pressure of English force and eventually granted to most of the indus¬ 
trialized world, to the detriment of Iran's urban handicraft sector. On the 
positive side, of course, political independence was nominally maintained, 
but within very circumscribed limits whose contours have been suggested. 
The mixed and uneven blessings of dependent development will come more 
sharply into focus as we turn to internal economic developments in the 
Qajar period. 


Internal Social and Economic Development 

Given the state of the available estimates, the demographic picture of 
Qajar Iran is at first as bewildering as the sheer "guesstimates" looked at in 
chapter two for the seventeenth century. Estimates of total population for 
the early nineteenth century are far from in agreement, leaving us with 
an)rwhere from five million to ten million people (roughly the same range 
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as for the seventeenth-century Safavid peak, it should be noted). The 
difficulties of estimating Iran's sizable tribal population account for much 
of the variation; it should also be borne in mind that when Georgia and 
other areas in the Caucasus were lost to Russia in 1813 and 1828, this took 
as many as one million people out of Iran's population. The available 
estimates of contemporaries and present-day economic historians allow us 
to conclude that Iran's population grew, but not at a uniform rate. There 
were spurts due to prosperity and peace and setbacks due to famines, 
epidemics, and loss of territories, adding up to a very mixed record of 
overall, but neither constant nor rapid, improvement Gilbar suggests that 
annual births ran at 45-50 per thousand and deaths at 40-45 per thousand, 
for an annual net growth rate of 0.5 percent Hambly, based on Cipolla's 
estimate for agrarian societies, feels that Iran's rate was "normal" at 0.5 to 
1.0 percent per year. Hill, Katouzian, and Gilbar agree on a steady and 
sizable increase of two to three million people from roughly 1873 to 1910.^2 
A heavy toll was periodically exacted by epidemics and famines. By late 
century, epidemics subsided somewhat as quarantine methods improved 
and medical clinics, often British, were opened. Famines likewise occurred 
at all too frequent intervals, as for example, in 1860-61,1869-72,1880, and in 
the 1890s and early 1900s. The cataclysm known as the "Great Famine" of 
1869-72 caused anywhere from 500,000 to 1,500,000 deaths in a total popu¬ 
lation of not more than nine or ten million.^^ Though later famines were 
less severe, they continued to take a toll. One further demographic trend 
can be noted here. From the again somewhat bewildering variety of avail¬ 
able estimates as to the proportion of the population engaged in each of the 
maj or economic activities, it may be concluded that the proportion of people 
living in cities more than doubled from about 10 to 25 percent between 1800 
and 1914, while the proportion of nomadic pastoralists would seem to have 
fallen from perhaps as high as 50 percent in 1800 to 33 percent by 1850 and 
to 25 percent by 1914. The sedentary agricultural sector appears to have 
roughly held its own as a simple proportion of the population. The reasons 
for these shifts and the absolute numbers in each sector will be clarified in 
the sections that follow. 


The Agricultural Sector 

It is instructive to examine briefly the vicissitudes of the major crops as 
an index to the gradual rise of export agriculture and the advantages and 
disadvantages of the process known as "the commercialization of agricul¬ 
ture." The major subsistence crop, as it had been since before Safavid times, 
was wheat, along with other cereals. In the mid-ninteenth century, domes¬ 
tic production met all of Iran's needs and in 1858 wheat and barley were 
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Iran's second-largest agricultural export, at about 10 percent of total exports. 
An eight-fold increase in wheat exports from the Gulf between 1869 and 
1894 was about matched by the seven-fold decline in its price over the same 
period. Over-exporting at low prices gradually undermined Iran's self- 
sufficiency in the production of this basic staple so that by the early 1900s 
imports of wheat flour surpassed exports of wheat^ 

A series of other products exhibit variations on this boom and bust 
pattern. Raw silk was Iran's largest export item in 1850, accounting for 31 to 
38 percent of the total. Output reached a peak in 1864 at over 1.4 million 
pounds sterling. The spread of a silkworm disease from Europe decimated 
the crop shortly thereafter, as did a 400 percent fall in prices on the world 
market, so that output in 1902 was worth only 256,000 pounds sterling.^® 
About the same time that silk production was collapsing in the north, opium 
began a meteoric rise as a southern export By the early 1880s it was Iran's 
leading export at over 25 percent of the total and a value of 600-800,000 
pounds sterling. With little control over competing supplies in Bengal and 
Japan, or the markets in China, South Africa, and England, Iran's exports 
rose and fell erratically after 1900, a trend exacerbated by drought, over¬ 
cultivation, adulteration, and unfavorable tariffs. While McDaniel observes 
that "The peasant who grew opium did better all around than those who 
stuck to wheat," and Gilbar argues that all classes involved in its produc¬ 
tion—from agricultural laborers to sharecroppers, peasant proprietors, 
landlords, and merchants—could profit from it, it seems nevertiheless clear 
that the bulk of the profits accrued to merchants, while subsistence farmers 
were increasingly drawn into a cash economy that exposed them to indebt¬ 
edness at the hands of moneylenders, landlords, and tax collectors.^^ Added 
to this was the more general threat to the population of higher prices and 
famines as wheat acreage was reduced, as well as the addiction of growing 
numbers of Iranians in both city and countryside.^^ The same mixed bless¬ 
ings attended the rise of other cash crops like cotton, rice, and dried fruits, 
all exported in considerable quantities to Russia. Landlords, merchants, and 
Russian speculators profited at the peasants' expense, while subsistence 
crops shrank in extent for the local markets.^ 

Taking all these crops together, a rough estimate of the total agricultural 
GDP around 1860 may be 19-20 million pounds sterling.^^ Gilbar concludes 
that the whole period from 1865 to 1906 saw "fairly rapid growth in the 
agricultural sector.... there was a substantial increase in real terms in the 
per caput agricultural output"^® The issue is not so clear-cut, given the two 
major shocks that were suffered with the collapse of sUk in 1864 and the 
drought and great famine of 1869-72; the large population increase of 
1870-1914 raises doubts about any real per capita gain overall as well. The 
1870s to 1900 also witnessed a shift toward cash crops for export, such that, 
in Nowshirvani's view, by 1900-1910 "we can no longer characterize Iranian 
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agriculture as subsistence farming. By then it was well integrated into the 
national economy and commercial relations were widespread."^^ He him¬ 
self notes however that "Many features of subsistence farming persisted," 
and Issawi that cash agriculture was less extensive in Iran than elsewhere 
in the Middle East But even more important than its extent was its perva¬ 
sive negative side. Among the crops just examined, we saw the collapse of 
silk, upon which the economy was quite dependent in mid-century; its 
replacement by opium, which went into serious decline by 1905 (it would 
later boom again); that cotton benefited merchants, landlords, and the 
Russians more than peasants; and that rice exports grew at the expense of 
internal consumption. Wheat suffered a decline as cash crops became more 
popular and intruded on it, so that by 1914 it was in net deficit, casting 
doubts on whether subsistence farming kept up with population. The 
subsistence sector in general showed no substantial gains in productivity 
or technique, and irrigation systems, the most crucial infrastructiure, dete¬ 
riorated. The shift to cash crops played a role in compounding the hardship 
of drought years, in an economy where there had been minimal surplus 
food production to begin with. Seyf in fact discerns a pattern of "constant 
disequilibrium": Growing too many cash crops led to the threat of famine, 
causing cutbacks in export crops; then more subsistence crops led to price 
falls and a shift to export crops once again, and another possibility of famine. 
Thus the terrible famine of 1869-72 was followed by the shift to cash crops 
in the 1870s, another food shortage at Bushire in 1887, then more cash 
cropping and another reduction in cotton in the Gulf in 1893-94.^ From this 
it emerges that both subsistence and cash crops had their limits and limited 
each other. Incorporation into world markets brought very mixed results 
for the economy as a whole and for the various classes comprising the 
agricultural sector. 

Underlying the impetus to growing cash crops for export, the land tenure 
system itself was undergoing profound shifts. Though the basic types of 
landowner remained the same—the state, tiyul-holders, private individu¬ 
als, vaqf administrators, and small-holding peasants—the proportion of 
land controlled by each changed. The early Qajars continued to grant 
revenue rights to their officials, favorites, and military leaders from the 
crown lands, Eastwick estimating the extent of these at one-third to one-half 
the total cultivated area of Iran in 1861. Though Lambton confirms that state 
and crown land was considerable at mid-century, "it was for the most part 
in a state of decay and made little contribution to the revenue."^ Other 
forms of land tenure, including a certain amount of peasant small-holdings 
and a more extensive area held as religiously endowed vaqf land, also 
persisted throughout the Qajar period. 

The most marked development, however, was the rise of land held by 
large-scale private individuals. Minorsky observes that "The tiyid often led 
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to the transfonnation of its holder into a landed proprietor."^ Pavlovitch, 
writing in 1910, suggested that sometime after 1850 and certainly by 1880, 
land ownership passed increasingly out of the hands of the crown and 
tiyul-holders into the hands of merchants, ulama, and officials.^ The result 
of these somewhat obscure processes was the rise of a new, more stable class 
of landowners (mulkdar), whose holdings were not just private, but large.^ 
Bureaucrats and urban notables, provincial governors and tribal chiefs all 
came to acquire such large-scale holdings, which normally started as theo¬ 
retically revocable tiyuls. A second major constituent element of the new 
landed class was urban merchants investing in agricultural property, a 
trend which increased after the 1870s when the boom in export crops 
coincided with state sales of the crown lands. They also acquired estates by 
making loans to bureaucrats, governors, and other notables in need of cash 
who had put up their land as collateral. The largest among them, who 
owned many villages, lived in the cities as absentee landlords, appointing 
overseers. Landed power was enhanced by keeping a body of armed retain¬ 
ers, made possible by possession of land, and in turn increasing one's 
power, prestige, and sometimes holdings.^ 

In the course of the nineteenth century, then, land came to be regarded 
as an ever more prized source of wealth and prestige. This, it may be 
concluded, was due to the combination of rising land taxes and Iran's closer 
integration into world markets, which simultaneously increased the needs 
of the upper and upper-middle classes for sources of income and made land 
the best generator of this through cash crops for export The new land¬ 
lords—^whether of merchant, bureaucratic or tribal background—came to 
wield considerable political-economic power, as Lambton observes: 
"Throughout the Qajar period the landowning classes (which included the 
tribal khans) were the most powerful element in the Idngdom."^ On the 
other hand, their diverse sectoral and ethnic origins undercut the unity 
which this potential class power might have engendered. 

Sharecropping remained the usual method of apportioning the output 
between peasant and landowner. Gilbar puts the landlord's share at one- 
third to one-half of the crop in general; Pavlovitch estimated the basic rate 
at 20 percent in 1910, but this could rise as high as 85 percent if the landlord 
provided seed, draft animals, and tools.^^ On the more high-value export 
cash crops, rent came to be taken more commonly in cash as the century 
wore on. Paying in cash was not a radical departure in itself, since it could 
still involve simple calculation of the cash v^ue of the stipulated share of 
the crop. But as commercialization of agriculture spread with exportcrops 
and had already existed in the case of market gardening near towns, there 
was a trend to pay a fixed sum as rent Landlords liked this because they 
could pay their tenants a set amount and then sell the whole crop for a large 
profit, thus effectively increasing their share. This procedure also im- 
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bricated peasants more deeply in the vicissitudes of a cash economy, fur¬ 
thering their dependence on landlords and moneylenders. The depth of 
this incipient transition to capitalist market relations is hard to measure; it 
is clear that sharecropping continued to predominate on the whole even in 
late Qajar Iran. Although the rise in agricultural exports must have led to a 
somewhat more cash-oriented agrarian sector, we are stUl a long way from 
capitalist production relations on any wide scale.^ 

The situation of the peasantry was circumscribed by the mode of produc¬ 
tion, the shifting patterns of land tenure, and the rise of cash cropping for 
exports in the course of the nineteenth century. Though landlords did 
increase their power at villagers' expense, the labor process seems to have 
remained substantially under the control of peasant work teams or cooper¬ 
atives, known as bunehsP^ Some internal stratification within and between 
villages certainly existed. Villages varied widely in size, nearness to mar¬ 
kets, fertility of soil, and other favorable production factors. Within villages 
too, despite the egalitarian nature of the buneh system, one might find 
well-to-do peasants with more than a subsistence-size plot, sharecroppers 
with less than enough land to live on, and laborers with either fixed work 
or seasonal employment on a daily basis, as well as the majority of peasants 
who had buneh rights and subsistence-size holdings. In addition to land¬ 
lords, small-holding peasants might hire landless laborers, whose existence 
in various places and at different times in Qajar Iran is well-documented.®^ 

The situation of women in general was difficult Pavlovitch reported in 
1910 that landlords had or took the right of temporarily marrying their 
peasants' daughters, a practice sanctioned by Shi'i law, if entered into 
freely.®® Despite this evil, whose prevalence is hard to know, village women 
certainly lived less gender-restricted lives than their veiled counterparts in 
urban settings; Fraser said "the wives and daughters of the peasantry 
pursue their occupations like those of the same class of Europe."^ As craft 
activities such as making clothing were somewhat undermined in villages 
over the course of the century, Gilbar argues that women abandoned 
domestic industries to some extent and "joined the men in their field 
work."®® Craft production in general, which involved men as well as 
women, must have persisted to a considerable degree nevertheless. This 
was true not only of handmade textiles and shoes, but especially of carpets, 
originally for home use and local markets, which burgeoned into a major 
handicraft industry in the late nineteenth century, much of whose produc¬ 
tion took place in village settings.®® 

A major debate has raged in the literature over whether Iran's peasantry 
experienced a decline or improvement in their living standards in tire course 
of the nineteenth century. Nowshirvani and especially Gilbar have argued 
that as agriculture was commercialized and trade expanded, the peasants 
registered improved consumption patterns, while Keddie and Seyf, backed 
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up by Lambton, Issawi, and Olson, have argued that on the contrary, a 
deterioration occurred. Let us begin to sift through this debate by reviewing 
a representative sample of eyewitness accounts taken in chronological 
order.®^ John Malcolm, assessing the standard of living in the first decade 
of the nineteenth century, commented that "among the other classes [in¬ 
cluding the peasantry], though few are rich, hardly any are in actual 
want"^ Fraser, writing in the 1820s, gives a rather mixed set of judgments 
reminiscent of those offered by Chardin 150 years earlier 

The cultivators of the soil. .. are those on whom the tyranny of their rulers 
falls the most heavily. Yet their houses are comfortable and neat, and are 
seldom found without a supply of good wheaten cakes, some mas or sour mUk, 
and cheese—often fruit makes its appearance, and sometimes a preparation of 
meat, in soup or in piUau. Their wives and children, as well as themselves, are 
sufficiently though coarsely clad; and if a guest arrives, there are few who 
cannot display a numed or felt carpet in a room for his reception. In fact, the 
high rate of wages proves that the profits of agriculture are high, while food 
is cheap; and we may be satisfied, that in spite of rapaciW, enforced by torture 
[!], no small share of the gain is hoarded by the farmer. 

At least in all that touches on living standards this is quite favorable. 
According to Eastwick, the peasants of Mazandaran in 1861 were badly 
clothed, housed, and fed: "the bare walls of the mud huts and scanty 
clothing and thin faces of the inhabitants, confirmed their distress."^ As to 
diet, George Jenner of the British Legation reported in 1870 that in periods 
of no scarcity: "the winter diet... consists almost entirely of bread, rice, and 
bad cheese, with a small quantity of tea... the summer diet of bread and 
'sayfi', or summer produce, i.e., melons, cucumbers, vegetable marrows, 
eggplants, and various forms of edible gourds."®^ There is no mention here 
of meat, eggs, or milk. In 1878 the British consul at Rasht foimd the local 
peasantry earning "no less than" five to nine pounds sterling a year (com¬ 
pared to two pounds in India); they ate rice, and "meat is cheap."^^ Two 
accounts from the 1890s present similarly conflicting data. The British 
consul Lascelles, travelling in the south in 1892-93 foimd the situation in 
Pars "quite indescribable"; "the people say that never in their recollection 
have they been so badly treated, so utterly thrust down by oppression,"^^ 
while Thomas Gordon wrote in 18% that "In the course of my journeying 
in Persia, I generally found excellent quarters in the village houses. The 
rather mean outer appearance of the dwellings conveys the idea of poor 
accommodation within, but the reality is a pleasing disclosure of plain but 
well-carpeted rooms."^ The record, then, is highly variegated, with favor¬ 
able reports from the early nineteenth century and again at the turn of the 
twentieth, framing a skein of more depressed descriptions. In part these 



Crossing the Threshold of Dependence 


123 


observations reflect the differences in regions visited and the specific con¬ 
junctures (of famine or drought, for example). In part too they reflect the 
different strata and situations that existed within the peasantry in this 
period of change. Gilbar observes that the better-off peasants tended to be 
those who owned their own land or worked on the estates of landlords who 
lived there and took an interest in their development, but both of these 
groups were in a distinct minority.^^ His broader, more radical argument is 
that while there had been only marginal change in the peasantry's difficult 
circumstances from 1800 to 1850, later "a certain improvement in the stan¬ 
dard of living of the peasants took place." Evidence of this is held to be 
increased peasant consumption of "Sugar, tea, tobacco and opium," and 
local and foreign industrial goods, especially textiles.^ Nowshirvani makes 
a similar argument about consumption "beyond the bare minimum of food 
and clothing," again based on the same items, and evidently finding partic¬ 
ipation in a cash economy indicative of improved material standards.^^ 
Keddie quite correctly finds consumption of "goods" such as sugar and tea, 
tobacco and opium dubious proof of improved standards of nutrition.^ 
Moreover, the commercialization of agriculture meant less production of 
basic foodstuffs, higher rents and prices, and increasing indebtedness. 
Having meager savings and cash on hand was of little help in a drought or 
famine, especially when transport was as poor as in Qajar Iran. The large 
numbers of peasants who joined the urban lower classes in migrating to 
Russia to search for work is further indication of a crisis of underemploy¬ 
ment in the rural sector; peasants also migrated to other agricultural areas, 
cities, and the southern oil fields. Though the travellers accounts are some¬ 
what more mixed than Keddie suggests, I agree with her main contention 
that conditions worsened rather than improved in the course of the nine¬ 
teenth century.^^ As Issawi concludes, "even in normal times, the mass of 
Iranians lived at a very low level."^® The subsistence-level existence of Iran's 
peasantry, difficult as it had been in the first half of the nineteenth centiuy, 
would seem on balance to have worsened after 1850 until the end of this 
period in 1914 or 1925, due in large measure to the commercialization of 
agriculture in the broader context of Iran's increasingly dependent and 
peripheral position in the world system. 


The Urban Sector 

The urban population is said to have grown from 10-14 percent of the 
total population of Iran in 1800 to 20-25 percent by 1914. hi numbers of 
people this would be an increase from perhaps 500-800,000 in 1800 to about 
2-2,500,000 in 1914. Growth seems to have been slow through 1868, but fairly 
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rapid thereafter. It was uneven by city and region, again responding to the 
rhythms of a changing economy. 

Merchants constituted the most powerful urban class in the Qajar period. 
In addition to selling domestic agricultural, handicraft, and tribal products 
throughout Iran and engaging in the foreign import and export trade, they 
were also the bankers and creditors of the country, part of the new landed 
class, and active in the first attempts to establish industry. Two trends 
governed the situation of Iran's largest merchants from 1800 to 1914: a 
growth in the wealth of some and diversification into new activities. A great 
concentration of wealth, due mostly to increases in foreign imports and 
export crops, has been noted from the 1870s onward. Atrpet comments: 
"Until 1880 there were few millionaires and rich property owners but in 
1900 one could count them in hundreds."^^ Another source of wealth and 
risk ctystalized in the 1880s and 1890s with the formation of a cluster of large 
banking and trading companies uniting several large merchants in a single 
enterprise. Some of these great companies, such as the Pars Trading Com¬ 
pany, were successful for "many years"; a number of others failed to survive 
major problems of capital shortages and in some cases, embezzlement of 
funds.*^ A much more numerous group than the handful of large merchants 
was Iran's small and medium-sized traders and moneylenders. They paid 
more in taxes and road tolls owing to their inability to make "special 
arrangements" with the authorities. While many of them constituted the 
mainstay of the bazaar, at the bottom end of the scale they shaded off into 
the petty venders, peddlers, and hawkers who were part of the marginal 
and urban lower classes.^ 

Despite their solid position in urban society as a whole, considerable 
tension developed in merchants' relations with the state and foreign capital 
in Iran. Economically as wealthy as the landowning and tribal elements who 
governed society, politically they found themselves on the same subordi¬ 
nate level as the rest of urban sodety.^^ While a few of the largest could 
compete directly in foreign markets and turn substantial profits, others 
were reduced to the status of middlemen and employees of foreign firms. 
In some accounts, Iranian merchants were referred to as padu-yi dnkkan 
("errand boy"). By the turn of the century, foreign firms had control of all 
the key export sectors, except for opium and dried fruits and nuts. The 
flooding of Iran's markets by foreign imports and the failure of attempts to 
establish modem factories hurt others.^ Contact with the West, then, 
benefitted mainly a minority of large merchants with foreign ties and 
deepened the distance between them and smaller merchants, creating sub¬ 
stantial grievances with the Qajar state and foreign powers in Iran. 

Urban productive activity continued to be the province of Iran's numer¬ 
ous artisan class. The principal trend in the handicraft sector is the decline 
of Iran's manufactures in the course of the nineteenth century. Issawi 
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cautions against exaggerating the extent of decline, arguing that it started 
later and went less far than elsewhere in the Middle East^® Nevertheless, 
if we analyze specific products and cities both the centrality of textiles and 
their decline undeniably emerge. While some cities found new economic 
bases such as the production of carpets and shawls (now increasingly 
outside the guild structure), most saw their handmade textile sector suffer 
erosion verging on decimation. As British piece goods took over the south¬ 
ern textile market by 1860-70, Shiraz's weaving establishments fell in num¬ 
ber from 500 in 1800 to ten (producing coarse fabrics) by 1857.^ Cities like 
Kashan, which had depended primarily on silk and cotton weaving for 
generations, were thoroughly depressed: "Flandin, who visited Kashan in 
1840, reports that the import of British materials had destroyed the large 
factories of Kashan."^* Isfahan suffered a particularly precipitous drop in 
its handicraft production. In the silk weavers guild, the number of work¬ 
shops declined steadily from 1,250 in the 1820s, to 486 in the 1840s, 240 in 
the early 1850s, and 12 in the late 1870s. Curzon in the 1890s said that Isfahan 
had become a consumer of "manufactured cotton goods, almost wholly 
from Manchester and Glasgow."^^ The collapse of hand-crafted textiles in 
turn affected the many widows who lived by spinning thread and other 
guilds, notably dyers, carders, and workers in the bleaching houses sectors 
which "have mostly disappeared." As the economic base contracted, the 
demand for hat-making, boot-making, and engraving went slack and arti¬ 
sans and merchants left the city. The chronicler Mirza Husayn found in 1877 
that "most of the turners of Isfahan are now working in Tehran" and half 
the city's moneylenders now lived in Tehran, Tabriz, and other cities.*® 
While a number of indispensable activities held their own, for a majority of 
Iran's urban artisans and especially the large numbers who had engaged in 
textiles in the first half of the century, the impact either reduced their 
markets and incomes or pushed them out of work altogether, making them 
candidates for new craft and factory industries, migration to Russia, or 
descent into the urban marginal classes. 

One response to the decline of artisanal production was an incipient 
transition to larger-scale factory-type worksites that yet remained in many 
ways artisanal in their labor process. Units of 10-50 workers were estab¬ 
lished after 1900 in leather-working, opium-, henna-, and tobacco-process- 
irig/ dyeing, brick-making, soap-making, pottery, and other occupations.*^ 
Towering above these activities was the carpet industry, which affords the 
best example of changes in the organization of production under the 
Western impact. Until the nineteenth century carpet-making had generally 
been a tribal or village craft for domestic use (and as a form of person^ 
savings against hard times), or a male, urban craft destined for consumption 
by the Iranian elite. As European and American firms took much of the 
market in hand by 1900, putting-out systems on a contract basis were 
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extended from the countryside to urban sites, absorbing some of the unem¬ 
ployed silk and cotton weavers. After 1900, large workshops began to bring 
workers under the same roof; one in Tabriz employed as many as 1,500 
people. Carpet exports rose swiftly as aresult of these changes in production 
and demand from 75,000 pounds sterling in the early 1870s to one million 
in 1914. By then carpets composed one-eighth of Iran's total trade and its 
single largest export item (soon to be surpassed by oil).*^ The number of 
workers involved in carpet making was estimated in 1910 at 65,000, far more 
than in any other craft or industrial type of production. Working conditions 
seem to have ranged from bad to atrocious, characterized by long hours, 
low pay, and unhealthful workplaces.*^ 

Industrial production with mechanized equipment also emerged in Iran 
in this period. After isolated earlier attempts, both the government and 
private individuals constructed small factories for paper, glass, gimpowder, 
sugar-refining, and cotton-spinning in the 1850s and 1860s. All but the 
munitions factories soon proved unprofitable.*^ At a meeting between the 
shah and a group of merchants in 1893, Amin al-Zarb pointed out the lack 
of industry in Iran and the country's dependence on the West's manufac¬ 
tures: "what do we have for manufacturies and industries that we can say: 
we don't want the European commodities?"** In the next two decades a 
second wave of mostly privately-owned Iranian and foreign factories 
would be set up and struggle to survive.** In the Iranian sector, some twenty 
factories employing 524 workers could be found, in textiles, paper, glass, 
soap, bricks, cartridges, public utilities, and brewing. Though Amin al- 
Zarb's silk-cord factory proved fairly profitable and the electric power 
plants were maintained in operation, most of these ventures failed, in some 
cases due to direct competition from cheap foreign imports. Other obstacles 
were posed by the expense and formidable difficulties of transporting 
equipment and finished products, the cost of fuel and scarcity of energy 
resources, a lack of skilled personnel, the small size of the internal market, 
and the failure of the state to protect local industry against often fierce 
foreign competition. A1909 list of clients of the Russian Bank showed 1,060 
Iranians engaged in trade or finance versus only nine in industry.*^ 

More striking successes in modem-type factories were registered by 
foreigners. The largest "industrial" concerns in Iran by far were the British 
oil industry with 7-8,000 workers and the Russian Caspian fisheries, with 
4-5,000. In addition, foreigners established some forty-one modem factories 
and large workshops, employing 1,132 workers.** Russian cotton-ginning 
plants were more numerous and better equipped with oil-run motors than 
their Iranian counterparts. Russians also monopolized oil-refining (with 
Baku crude) and dominated northern forestry and road-buUding. Germans 
were active too, with a brickworks, steam mill, sawmill, cartridge factory, 
carpet factory, and constmction facility. As in foreign trade, by 1914, Euro- 
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TABLE 4.3 The Iranian Working Class, circa 1914 


Sector 

Number of Workers 

Modem Industry 

Oil Industry (APOC) 

6,000 

Fisheries (Russian) 

3,000 

Factories 

1,650 

Mining 

200 

Total 

10,850 

Service Sector 

Servants 

5,000 

Porters and Dockers 

4,000 

RaUroad/Road Constmction 

3,300 

Printers 

300 

Electrical Workers 

100 

Total 

12,700 

Traditional Industry/Crafts 

Carpet-weaving 

65,000 

Weaving 

20,000 

Metal-working Crafts 

20,000 

Leather Production and Crafts 

3,900 

Other Handicrafts 

10-15,000 

Total 

118,900-123,900 

Grand Total 

142,450-147,450 


Sources: Floor, Industrialization in Iran, 5 table 3,29 table 10; Issawi, EHI, 261; Ashraf, 
Mavane'-i Tarikhi, 98 table 2,99 table 3; Floor, Labour Unions, 43 table 3. 


peans were in a fairly commanding position in the modem industrial sector, 
small as it was in comparison with the rest of the economy. 

Table 4.3 helps us survey the composition of the Iranian working class in 
the broad sense—^including its now-changing "traditional" sectors such as 
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carpet weavers and artisans as well as the modem factory, industrial, and 
constmction settings—in the period up to about 1914. The preponderance 
of traditional industry is underlined by this table—some 120,000 out of 
145,000 workers, roughly 83 percent of the total, fall into this category. 
Carpet weaving alone accounts for almost one-half of the total and only a 
fraction of Iran's 65,000 carpet weavers labored in factory settings or can be 
considered urban working class. Only about eight percent of the total 
worked in "modem" industry—some 10,850 workers, of whom the vast 
majority were in the British-owned oil sector or the Russian-owned Caspian 
fisheries. Only 1,650 workers are found in factories, almost all of them in 
small to medium units of five to thirty workers, with two-thirds (1,132 
workers) in foreign-owned factories, as opposed to one-third (524) in Iran¬ 
ian-owned establishments. The "service sector" accoimts for 12,000 people 
(about nine percent of the total), but of these 5,000 were servants. Sizable 
contingents also worked as porters and dockers, and in road constmction, 
both mostly in the north. Another 300 Iranians did mostly skilled work in 
printing. The table shows above all the very modest size of the modem, 
industrial working class at this time and the domination of foreign capital 
within this sector. 

The origins of this early working class lie in various places. The hard-hit 
artisanal sector provided some—perhaps most—of Iran's first skilled indus¬ 
trial workers. Unskilled workers, who constituted a maj ority of all workers, 
came from two sources—the urban poor and unemployed (including un¬ 
employed artisans), and peasants who migrated in search of work, not only 
as seasonal agricultural labor, but also in constmction and on road pro¬ 
jects.*^ A final vector in the formation of the Iranian working class leads to 
Russia and back. Hakimian, who has done the most detailed study, esti¬ 
mates that 100,000 Iranians lived in Russia in 1900 and by 1913 between 
450,000 and 500,000 were permanent residents. Another 100-200,000 tempo¬ 
rary workers came each year.^ Most of those who went seem to have been 
peasants in Iran, but evidence exists of unemployed craftspeople, mer¬ 
chants, and unskilled laborers migrating as well. Most of the migrants were 
Azari Turkish speakers from Azarbaijan. While some did agricultural work, 
others labored in Baku and elsewhere as masons, porters, constmction 
workers, oil workers, and miners. Despite the hard work and low wages, 
many remitted or brought considerable sums back home to their families in 
Iran. 

In Iran itself, working conditions were not good. Floor's study of labor 
conditions in this period concludes overall that "it is a bleak picture of the 
lot of the worker with regard to hours, health conditions, wages, and social 
conditions." A ten to twelve hour work day was usual, with up to sixteen 
hours possible. In terms of occupational safety and health, "Normal work¬ 
ing conditions in Iranian industry were very bad. This was tme for children 



Crossing the Threshold of Dependence 


129 


as well as adults."^^ Workers might be paid a fixed wage or on a piece rate 
basis. Textile workers earned 11/2-3 krans (15-30 cents) a day for men, 1/2 
-1 kran for women, and 1/2 kran for children. In the foreign-owned sector 
wages were higher, but wage differentials existed between Iranian and 
Russian fishery workers with the former making two krans a day, the latter 
five; a four-tiered wage system prevailed in the British oil industry—un¬ 
skilled and skilled Iranians, Indians and English.^^ These conditions formed 
the backdrop for numerous attempts to organize unions and conduct strikes 
when political circumstances proved favorable, such as from 1906 to 1909 
during the Constitutional revolution and in the unsettled climate prevail¬ 
ing after WWl. Given foreign control of much of Iran's industrial sector, it 
can be said that Iran's working class, however small in this period, was 
formed before its capitalist class, or at least, that it had developed to a far 
greater degree than the internal capitalist class by 1914. Much of it, however, 
remained tied to the larger agricultural sector—the early oil workers, the 
seasonal agro-industrial workers, and the migrants who constantly jour¬ 
neyed back from Russia. This kept many of its members in two modes of 
production, at least mentally, and while it may have radicalized the villages 
somewhat, in converse fashion it also may have conservatized the working 
class, or some portion of it 

There were also groups who lived closer to—or below—the margin of 
subsistence in urban society. Their existence is attested to by Abdullaev: 
"Travellers' accounts abound in material showing that the streets and 
bazaars of Iranian towns, especially the large commercial centers, were 
overcrowded with poor and unemployed persons, ready to sell their labor 
for a piece of bread."^^ Specific subgroups of the lurban poor included petty 
vendors, peddlers, and haulers. Certain day laborers, including poorly-paid 
and infrequently employed ditch diggers, water sellers, porters, and others 
may be included. There were also large numbers of unemployed people— 
artisans out of work, older laborers, the injured, Ul, and others who had 
given up hope of finding work. The lutis were a group which drew on 
several urban classes including the poor and marginal, whose activities 
ranged from charitable to venal forms of extortion and neighborhood 
"protection."^ Amanat has suggested that the "poorer classes" and the 
"average woman in Tabriz or even in Isfahan" could purchase European- 
made clothing more cheaply than Iranian-made products. One recalls also 
Malcolm's remark from the early 1800s: "among the other classes, though 
few are rich, hardly any are in actual want"^® But these observations are 
undoubtedly more applicable to the working class, artisans, and other strata 
above the truly marginal population described here, and the situation 
probably deteriorated even among the former groups in the course of the 
nineteenth century. The British consul in Tabriz reported in 1897: "[The 
lower classes'] wants are few, a little 'sangak,' a native bread, and a bit of 
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cheese will satisfy them, but their power to procure these must be decreas¬ 
ing day by day."^ Olson too believes that the peasantry and urban poor 
suffered a deterioration in their situations in the 1870s and early 1880s.^ 

Two further important groups in urban society were the ulama and the 
emerging intelligentsia. The ulama lived, as in the past, by collecting reli¬ 
gious taxes and by serving as religious leaders, judges, educators, and 
notaries of commercial contracts in the bazaar, where they were sometimes 
guild leaders as well. Vaqf land had shrunk in extent since 1722, but it still 
existed and supported certain ulama, while others became landowners. 
Some received stipends from the state. The most learned and respected 
attained the title of mujtahid and were more independent of the state. 
Below this religious elite were far vaster numbers of less wealthy or presti¬ 
gious muUas. The gap in wealth was matched by a gap in status between 
the widespread authority of the mujtahids and the (sometimes) lack of 
reverence for the ordinary mulla and sayyid. Bayat argues that the ulama 
were not a cohesive, unified class, but rather were riven by internal factions, 
conflicts of interest and divergent religious outlooks.^® One factor which 
may have united them was the growing perception of a real decline in their 
well-being in the course of the nineteenth century. The wealthy and middle 
ulama lost control of vaqfs and saw their fees from involvement in bazaar 
affairs contract, and the poor were affected by rising prices and erosion of 
the urban economic base which supported them. The Qajar state and 
foreign powers came to be held responsible for most of these ills. 

Alongside the ulama, a new urban middle class came into existence in the 
Qajar era. Like the ulama, the intelligentsia came to be important political 
actors by virtue of their shaping of ideologies in Iran. Their base was in the 
at most five percent of the population that was literate, but the sources of 
their education were quite other than those of the ulama. Few in number, 
they included those Iranians who had been educated in the West or the new 
technical college in Iran, the Dar al-Fonun, which was soon admitting 250 
students a year. Their occupations included working for the state as teach¬ 
ers, bureaucrats, military officers, or journalists, and in the private sector, 
primarily in journalism and publishing. In some cases, the line between the 
ulama and intelligentsia blurred, as many in both groups shared educa¬ 
tional profiles and many of the intelligentsia continued to wear religious 
dress. 

Finally, the situations of Iran's minorities and women cut across the class 
categories adopted above. All of these groups were to some extent, legally 
or practically, second-class citizens. Iran's Christian minorities included 
Nestorians and Armenians who were taxed relatively lightly. Many urban 
Christians managed to get good educations, sometimes in foreign-run 
missionary schools. Armenians maintained their presence in trade and were 
often employed in foreign enterprises, but many members of the commu- 
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nity lived working-class lives and some joined the migrations to Russia in 
search of work.^ Iran's Jewish population was more heavily taxed and 
persecuted, according to contemporary reports. Curzon judged in 1890 that 
"As a community, the Persian Jews are sunk in great poverty and ignorance. 
... The majority of Jews in Persia are engaged in trade, in jewellery, in wine 
and opium manufacture, as musicians, dancers, scavengers, peddlars, and 
in other professions to which is attached no great respect They rarely attain 
to a leading mercantile position."^®® Butthe community also produced small 
traders and wealthy merchants and in some places attained high degrees of 
literacy. Like the Jews of Iran, "the Zoroastrians suffered from both great 
poverty and severe discrimination.... Most of them seem to have earned a 
living in silk cultivation and weaving." 

Upper-class urban women were in general the most restricted and heav¬ 
ily veiled in Iranian society, kept in their quarters at home. Women—or 
their female servants—spent much time and effort in the provision and 
preparation of food and other household labor. Working class women were 
less restricted and according to Fraser, "in the families of mechanics and 
villagers, the mysteries of the veil almost disappear," but of course their 
material well-being was less than that of their European counterparts or 
Iranian upper-class sisters. Urban women sometimes received an education, 
had their own religious services (and female mullas), and on occasion led 
urban bread riots. Yet in terms of the institutions of polygamy, temporary 
marriage, and the divorce laws, they were second-class people. Sheean 
argues they were oppressed as a whole, even by Islamic standards, writing 
in 1926; "The position of women is lower than in almost any other 
Mohammedan country; there is a tremendous gulf between the women of 
Cairo and Constantinople and the women of Teheran, even those of the 
very highest position."^*^^ 

A key question that arises is how did the secular trends in the Iranian 
economy affect the living standards of the urban population? Data on the 
relative movement of prices and wages, while scanty, suggests increasing 
hardship by the turn of the century. Food prices rose 5.5 times in Tehran 
between 1880 and 1900 (though they then declined through 1908), a trend 
replicated in Tabriz and Rasht Cities less central to the international trade 
saw slower price rises, or none at all.^*^ The overissue and consequent 
devaluation of the copper currency caused the main money used by arti¬ 
sans, workers, and the urban poor to become worth less and less; Rabino 
wrote in 1891, "As this currency constitutes the whole fortune of the poor, 
the sufferings caused by the maladministration of the mint may be im- 
agined."^°5 Available evidence shows wage rises of 50-100 percent from the 
1890s to 1910, but this was less than inflation. Other evidence fromMashhad 
suggests that unskilled laborers' and carpenters' wages lagged behind 
inflation; more skilled masons and blacksmiths roughly kept up. Seyf has 
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made an ingenious argument to the effect that urban unemployment and 
the loss of the handicraft sector depressed wages, while the shift to cash 
crops raised prices for food. The result would be an increasing gap in the 
urban population's ability to pay for food. Issawi, too, although admitting 
that "To draw a general conclusion is almost impossible," feels that 
craftspeople saw some deterioration in their standard of living, while for 
the unskilled, wages rose less prices.A final, telling statistic is that 
average life expectancy in Iran as a whole in 1900 was less than thirty years. 
We may tentatively conclude, then, that the urban population in general 
and artisans, workers, and the urban poor in increasing order, suffered 
significant material decline in their standards of living at the end of the 
nineteenth century, in the period leading up to the Constitutional revolu¬ 
tion. 


The Tribal Sector 

Demographic data on Iran's tribespeople in the Qajar period is incom¬ 
plete and difficult to present with confidence. Population seems to have 
increased to about 1870 (the time of the Great Famine), followed by a sudden 
decline in the famine years and a gradual, perhaps accelerating recovery 
through 1914. Gilbar points to tribes such as the Guklan Turkomans who 
migrated to Russian Central Asia in the 1880s and 1890s due to closer border 
controls, and to a tendency to sedentarization among other tribes. The 
issue of the proportion of the population that was "tribal" is just as vexed. 
While there is wide agreement on the figure of 25 percent for 1900-1914, the 
starting point—1800—has widely varying estimates of 25 to 50 percent and 
Gilbar's 33 percent for mid-century presents us with a dilemma. A down¬ 
ward progression seems most plausible because the eighteenth-century 
dislocation of the economy probably increased the proportion of people 
living from pastoralism and in the course of the nineteenth, with its Great 
Famine and the start of a trend toward greater sedentarization the primarily 
nomadic segment of the population probably decreased. The starting point 
may well have been below 50 percent however. The logic of a sedentariza¬ 
tion process among certain tribes derives from the restoration of central 
authority early in the century, followed much later by the impact of the 
famine combined with the new incentives to produce cash crops. Recall too 
that combinations of agriculture and pastoralism had long been a viable 
(indeed common) intermediate way of life.^^ 

The primary labor process for most of Iran's tribespeople continued to 
be pastoral production, however. Extensive areas—Lambton sees no de¬ 
cline in their size during the nineteenth century—remained tribal grazing 
lands, "notably Fars, the Bakhtiari, Khuzistan, the frontier areas of 
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Khurasan, and parts of Azarbayjan and Baluchistan."^'^ Tribal output con¬ 
tinued to consist of a variety of pastoral products: meat, milk, and ghee 
(clarified butter), sheep and camel wool, skins and hides, carpets, and live 
animals themselves. Animal husbandry was very heavily hit by the 1869-72 
famine, especially in the south. An 1871 British estimate was that two-thirds 
of southern pack animals had died. In the 1880s and 1890s the situation 
improved. Tribespeople had contacts with local, regional and foreign mer¬ 
chants and markets. Wool was in great demand for the carpet industry. It 
was purchased directly from nomads for cash, according to an 1891 report 
from Mashhad, and exports increased fifteen times between 1889 and 
1906/7.^^'* Skins and hides were also exported in increasing numbers in the 
course of the century, while tribal carpets were collected by urban mer¬ 
chants for sale and export, but the bulk of the profits certainly accrued to 
the urban sector and tribal chiefs, rather then tribal craftspeople. So pas- 
toralists too were drawn into contact with the world and national markets; 
though this probably had a less decisive impact on their way of life than it 
did on peasants and artisans, it didn't benefit them greatly either. 

Economic relations with the state impinged in the form of taxes and 
military service. Various reports on the tax on flocks suggest surprisingly 
that it was paid in cash at a fixed rate per animal, such as three krans per 
camel, one per sheep or goat, with other rates for asses, horses, and cows. 
Though this reflects increasing tribal participation in a cash economy, 
undoubtedly there continued to be considerable payment in kind as well 
as, or in lieu of, such taxes. Tribal leaders collected Aese taxes and the khans 
would take fairly stiff amounts from their followers, to keep for themselves 
what was not forwarded to the state. Military skills remained a tribal 
monopoly in the Qajar period; "The tribemen's mastery over the horse and 
their marksmanship, the relatively good tribal organization, and the spirit 
of tribal solidarity could make a tribal confederacy, under a dynamic lead¬ 
ership, a formidable military uniL''^ Various tribes served in the Qajar 
armies of the early nineteenth century and from the 1880s on, the Cossack 
Brigade was composed of Shahsavan, Kurds, and others. But the army 
career in general stagnated and far more tribesmen remained outside it, in 
a more adversarial relationship with the government, putting their skills to 
use in raiding caravans and settlements and resisting local authorities, with 
the purchase of arms proving a major point of contact with the market 
economy. On balance the tribes were circumscribed at the level of state 
power, but fairly autonomous in their own areas. No longer capable of 
seizing central control, as had the Safavids' qizilbash followers, as well as 
the Afghans, Afshars, Zands, and Qajars from 1500 to 1800, their sights had 
to be set lower, and in terms of remaining unmolested locally they did have 
considerable success through the 19^s. The Qajar state employed several 
mechanisms to divide and rule them, and its task was made easier by the 
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"constitutional inability" of tribal leaders to combine.^^^ One effective 
method was to incorporate tribal chiefs into the ruling class. Certain chiefs 
became extensive landholders, had mercantile connections, and served as 
provincial governors. This naturally encouraged identification with the 
state and dominant classes, and furthered internal stratification within 
tribes as patronage and favoritism extended downward. The Qajar tribe 
itself declined even as it furnished part of Iran's elite. Tribes such as the 
Qashqa'i, Bakhtiari, and the newly-formed Khamseh were reined in by 
royal appointment of their head as an ilkhan (tribal leader). The first ilkhan 
of the Bakhtiari—Husayn Quli Khan Ilkhani—possessed large landhold¬ 
ings and held government offices, which gave him the means to assert his 
power over the whole tribe but also bound him to the state. As he wrote to 
Nasir al-Din Shah in 1878: "It is now thirty years that I have served and 
labored dutifully night and day, and I have transformed the unruly 
Bakhtiyari into the likes of the peasants of Linjan."^^^ Tribes who did not 
develop or accept the institution of ilkhan or its equivalent—Kurds, Arabs, 
and above all Turkomans—were less effectively ruled by the Qajars, with 
the Turkomans in particular moving quite freely in their area.^^* Tribes also 
entered into political relationships with foreigners—^Russians, British, and 
Germans—as well as the Qajar state. British payments of gifts and arms to 
tribes who would support their aims, especially the Bakhtiari who were 
paid road taxes to let British goods pass through their territory, are typical 
of such relationships. 

Women continued to be far more active economically in the tribal sector 
than elsewhere in Iranian society. Afshari discerns "intensive use of woman 
power in the process of production, both in tending the animals and in 
sideline production."^^^ Such sidelines included handicraft production, 
particularly of carpets, a valuable commodity. Tribal women went unveiled 
more often than their urban and village sisters. They were thus in most 
respects more equal to men in status and activity. Lambton writes of their 
"far higher degree of liberty than the townswomen"; Keddie of their relative 
freedom. 

The well-being of tribespeople, particularly the pastoralists, as a whole 
can be generally considered to have been greater and more secure than for 
the Iranian peasantry, although the degree to which this was true varied 
from place to place and over time. Many tribespeople were very poor, as in 
Kurdistan, where Lambton deciphers a vicious cycle of "poverty, disorder, 
frequent rebellions, and insecurity."^^® The Great Famine period certainly 
exacted a heavy toll on the pastoral groups too. Taken all in all, however, 
the material circumstances of those who survived, already better than the 
peasants', were most likely better maintained and less eroded, if not actually 
improving within the limits of the demographic decline, during the Qajar 
period. This may be ascribed to their lesser contact with the state and the 
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international economy, reinforcing the dependency thesis in a contrastive 
sense. As tribal khans enhanced tiieir position materially, this may have 
created stresses for the ordinary tribesperson who continued to live in the 
same way as before, fairly close to the margin of subsistence. But formation 
of class consciousness, either within tribes (directed against grasping 
khans), or across tribes (overcoming their feuds and mutual suspicions to 
unite against the central government), was precluded by the isolated, 
familial nature of the labor process and the deep roots of tribal custom, 
which instilled respect for the elders and chief and defiance of the outsider. 


Conclusions: The Changing Qajar Social Formation 


Between 1630 and 1800, virtually no changes had taken place in either 
the fundamental modes of production, or their constituent classes, within 
the Iranian social formation. Diagram 4.1 depicts this with the same figure 
utilized in chapter two. The size of the economy had contracted consider¬ 
ably in the eighteenth century and the proportion of the population in¬ 
volved in each of the three modes of production had shifted 


DIAGRAM 4.1 The Iranian Social Formation circa 1800 
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TABLE 4.4 Percentage of Population in Each Mode of Production, 1630-1914 


Year 

Pastoral 

Peasant Crop-Sharing 

Petty-Commodity 

Capitalist 

1630 

33-40 

45-55 

10-15 

0 

1800 

30-50 

40-50 

10 

0 

1914 

25 

50-55 

17-22 

3-4 


somewhat—compare 1630 to 1800 in Table 4.4. By 1914, both quantitative 
and qualitative changes had occurred in the Iranian social formation. Quan¬ 
titatively, the proportion of pastoralists had dropped quite significantly, the 
urban sector (petty-commodity plus capitalist modes of production) had 
almost doubled its share of the population, and the peasantry had become 
an even clearer majority (since the pastoral mode declined in size). Quali¬ 
tatively, a small capitalist sector had emerged, with a more prominent native 
working class than capitalist class, due to the presence of rival foreign 
capitalists and the additional Iranian workers in Russia. Diagram 4.2 sug¬ 
gests the contours of Iran's new class structure circa 1914. Other changes 
since 1800 included the growing hegemony of private landlords in the 
peasant crop-sharing mode of production at the expense of the state and 
small peasants, and die decline of the royal workshops in the urban sector 
(now in parentheses to indicate a decline), replaced in part by the shah/state 
cis a smdl-scale capitalist running munitions factories and the like in the 
capitalist mode. The tribal sector provided fewer soldiers (in parentheses to 
suggest this) to the state than in the past. British and Russian foreign 
capitalists have been added to the dominant classes, along with Iran's own 
small capitalist class, and a working class, still quite small in size, has come 
into existence as a dominated class alongside pastoralists, peasants, and day 
laborers in the bazaar. A small intelligentsia has also come into existence as 
an intermediate dominated class, apposite to the bazaar ulama, but in the 
capitalist mode of production. Taken all in all, the nineteenth century had 
witnessed a major transition from the period 1500 to 1800, changing the 
shape of Iran's class structure and altering somewhat the balance of forces 
within it Artisans in particular were hard hit by the Western impact and 
merchants experienced a mixed set of gains for some and losses for others. 
The Qajar state too, which continued to tap several sources of surplus, was 
weaker in all three of the older modes of production than had been the 
Safavids, and hardly active at all in the new capitalist mode. Analysis of its 
organizational structure and ideological strengths and weaknesses will 
confirm this. 
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The State 


The shah's powers remained, as in the past, far-reaching and wide- 
ranging in principle: He declared war and peace, made treaties, granted 


DIAGRAM 4.2 The Iranian Social Formation in 1914 
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tiyuls and offices, determined and collected taxes, was the seat of last 
recourse in the legal system, and had the power of life and death over all 
subjects, as well as the final claim on virtually anyone's property. This led 
to an imperious and absolute style of government, which was to some 
degree transmitted downward to all levels of the state. The bureaucracy of 
circa 1800 was quite rudimentary and small, but in the course of the 
nineteenth century, the administration both grew and modernized itself, 
until by the 1890s there were ten ministries. Examples of modernized areas 
of the state include the postal service, the official newspaper, telegraphs, 
and education. On the traditional side of the state, both Path 'Ali Shah (r. 
1797-1834) and Nasir al-Din Shah (r. 1848-96) maintained huge harems (the 
latter had 200 "wives," each with her own servants, carriage, and establish¬ 
ment). The shah's wives had considerable influence at court and his daugh¬ 
ters would extend this by marrying leading governors, bureaucrats, 
religious, and other dignitaries. At the top of the bureaucracy, offices 
tended to become the private property of their holders and to concentrate 
in the hands of a few families constantly engaged in rivalries. Early gover¬ 
nors were drawn from among the leading families and tribes, and included 
a large number of Qajar princes. This revision to earlier (pre-1600) Safavid 
practices "meant that in each provincial capital there was a copy (on a 
smaller scale) of the court at Tehran with all the burden which that imposed 
on the local population."^^^ Governors enjoyed considerable local auton¬ 
omy and kept much of their jurisdictions' surplus. To stanch their various 
fiscal crises the Qajar shahs began to auction off governorships, the mint, 
and customs. By the second half of the century governorships were system¬ 
atically sold to the highest bidder—the one who promised to remit the most 
in taxes. The new governor then sub-farmed districts and offices in the same 
way, until the peasantry at the base of the social order paid for it all. In 1893 
the prime minister Amin al-Sultan told the British minister Lascelles: "Do 
not expect any patriotism from us. It does not exist in the country. Self- 
interest, greed and avarice abound. Beyond that no one cares what hap- 
pens."^^ In the provinces, as in the central bureaucracy, the practice of 
tax-farming and sale of offices cost both the state a loss of revenue and the 
lower classes in higher taxes. Urban administration was conducted in a less 
spectacular or extortionate manner, with top officials named by the shah, 
who had to be mindful of public opinion. The legal system remained dual: 
The darugha (police prefect) handled urban criminal affairs, the religious 
qazis handled personal law.^^^ 

The Qajar army went through many changes in the course of the nine¬ 
teenth century, none of which solved its problems sufficiently to make it a 
useful instrument of state externally or internally. The troops used by Aqa 
Muhammad to capture the throne in the 1790s were little different in nature 
from those of 'Abbas the Great; numbering 60-70,000, paid for 6-7 months a 
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TABLE 4.5 Revenues of the Iranian State, 1800-1907 


Year 

Estimator 

Revenues in Tumans 

Revenues in Pounds Sterling 

1807 

Gardane 

2,000,000+ 

2,000,000+ 

1810/11 

Malcolm 

— 

3,000,000 

1820 

Fraser 

2,500,000 

2,200,000 

1836 

Issawi 

2,461,000 

— 

1839/40 

Rabino 

3,402,615 

1,835,994 

1853/54 

Rabino 

3,368,558 

1,153,163 

1868 

Thomson 

5,012,500 

1,965,000 

1876/77 

Rabino 

5,070,000 

1,950,800 

1888/89 

Curzon 

5,531,000 

1,653,000 

1907 

Jamalzadeh 

8,000,000 

1,538,000 


Sources: Nashat, "From Bazaar to Mrirket," 54; Rabino, "Banking in Persia," m Issawi, 
EHI, 352; Issawi, "Population and Resources," 389 note 46. 


year, "Their principal arms were bows and arrows, clubs, lances, swords, 
and daggers. The cavalry wore coats of mail and some used small shields. 
Fire-arms consisted of long muskets, mostly matchlocks. ArtiUery was sel¬ 
dom employed."^^ 'Abbas Mirza, the crown prince, made efforts to mod¬ 
ernize training and armaments after 1800, but ttie latter were of poor quality 
and the Russians (after some early setbacks) prevailed decisively in the wars 
of 1810-13 and 1826-28. For a brief time under Amir Kabir around 1850 the 
army was systematically recruited, better trained, and regularly paid. Its 
theoretical strength of 100,000 infantry and 30,000 cavalry remained far 
above its actual size of perhaps 20,000 men. This force quelled revolts in 1850 
but degenerated again soon after Amir Kabi/s downfall and had to back 
down under English pressure over Afghanistan in 1853-56. The dilapidated 
military institution ate up some 41 percent of the state's budget in 1868 and 
abuses increased here as elsewhere in the government in the 1890s. These 
funds were lent out in profit schemes in the bazaar at high rates, while 
soldiers went half-starved and had to engage in manual labor to survive. 
By 1900 the army—apart from the Russian-trained Cossack Brigade of about 
10,000 fairly efficient troops—^was reduced to a 2,000-man personal body¬ 
guard. As one shah said, "I have neither an army nor the ammunition to 
supply an army." The military preparedness and discipline of the soldiers 
were slight or non-existent^^ 

Abrahamian has argued that the Qajars relied on a weak, fragmented 
society, carefully kept in equilibrium by a policy of "divide and rule," and 
that this obviated the need for either a standing army or a well-developed 
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bureaucracy.^^ The Qajar state, nevertheless—or as a result—^was clearly 
smaller, less in control and far more venal than its Safavid predecessor, 
though institutionally it was more solid in 1900 than in 1800. Its underl)dng 
lack of strength reposed in large measure on its nearly permanent situation 
of fiscal crisis. This in turn derived in part from its weakness within the 
world-system and led to legitimation problems vis-a-vis civil society. 

Fiscal crises occurred with some regularity in Qajar Iran, especially in 
two waves, from the 1820s to 1850 and from the 1880s onward. Table 4.5 
gives an overview of some estimates on the size of Iran's revenues from 1800 
to 1907. Significantly, due to the depreciation of the Iranian currency, the 
state revenues expressed in pounds sterling reached their peak of three 
million in 1810, declined to 2.2 million in 1820, and never surpassed two 
million for the rest of the century, reaching in fact their second lowest level 
in 1907 of just over 1.5 million pounds sterling. As the Iranian state and 
economy became enmeshed in the world system over this period, presum¬ 
ably the weight of this decline was felt fiscally despite the gains in terms of 
tumans. The sources of this state income were above all the land tax, 78 
percent of total revenues according to Thomson in 1868, and the customs at 
about 11 percent; by 1911 the customs were up to over 40 percent of the 
total.^^ 

The first reports of a fiscal crisis of the state go back to the 1820s, when 
Fraser spoke of "the deficiency in revenue."^^ This shortfall developed into 
a full-blown crisis in the early 1830s due to the wars with Russia which both 
removed some of the revenue base by taking Iranian territories and saddled 
Iran with a large war indemnity to pay. Lambton judges that "From the 
reign of Muhammad Shah (1834-48) onwards there were repeated financial 
crises." Amir Kabir instituted financial reforms from 1848 to 1851, reduc¬ 
ing pensions and civil service salaries, and perhaps balancing the budget 
before his fall from grace (partly due to disgruntled officials and pension¬ 
ers). ^^8 yjjg situation unraveled definitively in the 1880s and 1890s, leading 
to a state of more or less permanent fiscal crisis. External pressures played 
a role in this: Compensation for the cancelled tobacco concession led to the 
first large foreign loan in 1892, the depreciation and debasement of the 
tuman meant that increased tax rates still brought in less revenues; the 
collapse of silk production reduced the land revenue. Total public debt 
reached 7,650,000 pounds sterling in 1913, requiring annual servicing of 
400-500,000 pounds, which ate up one quarter of all government reve¬ 
nues. Internal factors included the shah's lavish spending on his harem 
and trips, both locally and to Europe; abuses in the customs and from 
tax-farming and sale of offices generally; the cut-rate sale of crown lands; 
and the wasted military expenditures for a paper army. The state seems to 
have gone into chronic fiscal crisis in the 1890s, acquiring a permanent 
deficit of about 300,000 tumans (60,000 pounds sterling). In the fifteen years 
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before the Constitutional revolution broke out in 1905, the deficit climbed 
by ten times to three million tumans, or 600,000 pounds sterling. ^3° 

The fiscal crises and the desperate measures to which they gave rise— 
foreign borrowing and concessions, debasement of the currency, and the 
abuses and corruption attending the sale of offices—fueled political discon¬ 
tent and as such contributed to the growing de-legitimation of the Qajar 
state. An 1838 letter from Mirza 'Ali, deputy minister for foreign affairs, to 
the British minister expresses the absolutist claims of the Qajar dynasty: 

the Monarchs of Persia, as far back as memory reaches, or is preserved in 
history, have always been despotic over Persian subjects, in like manner over 
their lives, and property, and families, cind reputations, and lands, and goods: 
so that even if they should order a thousand innocent persons to be put to 
death, it would be in no one's power to call them to account 

By century's end, the reality of Qajar power fell far short of its projected 
ideal. As Abrahamian notes: "The Qajars . . . were despots wiAout the 
instruments of despotism; Shadows of God on Earth whose writ did not 
extend far beyond the capital; Kings of Kings who trembled before armed 
demonstrators; and absolutists ruling with the kind permission of the 
provincial magnates, the religious dignitaries, and the local officials."i32 xhe 
state's centralizing project was circumscribed, not just by the economic 
power of the West, but by serious inroads into its prestige internally in 
Iranian society. A key step in the erosion of the Qajars' absolutist ideal was 
taken with the separation of religious and political sources of legitimation 
in the first part of the nineteenth century. The ruler was recognized by 
eminent mujtahids as "the Shadow of God on earth," but not held to possess 
any divine attributes, nor to be the deputy of the Hidden Imam. Herein lies 
an incipient differentiation of political and religious functions: "kings were 
needed for the preservation of order, the 'idoma' for the protection of 
religion."^33 ^ag legitimized as the "Shadow of God on Earth" in 

the temporal realm, while the court acknowledged that the most eminent 
of the mujtahids was the "viceregent of the Imam."^^ The shah was techni¬ 
cally subordinate, like any other believer, to the guidance of a leading 
mujtahid as his marja'-i taqlid (source of imitation). Yet he was also consid¬ 
ered the "King of Islam and of the Shi'ite nation," responsible for protecting 
Islam against encroachment by infidels.Thus, there is as usual a degree 
of ambiguity in Shi'ism's political implications: Separation of politics and 
religion, or state and ulama, made confrontation as well as cooperation 
possible. 

In the course of the nineteenth century, state and ulama relations oscil¬ 
lated between these poles, gradually crystallizing into fairly widespread 
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ulama criticism of and disenchantment with the Qajar state. Path 'Ali Shah 
was generally considered very pious and even respected as a religious 
scholar of sorts, but tensions mounted in Muhammad Shah's reign from 
1834 to 1848. From the 1850s to the 1880s Arjomand discerns a lull in which 
the state was dominant and the ulama cooperative, with little conflict Many 
ulama developed close ties with the Qajar political elite. But a counter-trend 
was at work as well: The Qajars were perceived as progressively associating 
themselves with non-Muslim powers who wanted to destroy the Islamic 
community of Iran. In 1902, leading ulama told the British minister in 
Tehran that they were "very much disappointed with the subserviency of 
the Shah and Grand Vizier to Russia, and especially with the second Russian 
loan, and talk openly of excommunicating (which means practically depos¬ 
ing) the Shah," unless the policy was changed.^^ Thus by the turn of the 
twentieth century, the earlier separation of legitimate religious and political 
domination in Iranian society had evolved into increasing interventions by 
the ulama into politics as a result of perceptions that the state was faltering 
in its leadership by not confronting foreign powers in defense of the Shi'i 
nation. 

The Qajars had moved from a situation of unpopularity within Iran to 
one of spreading belief in their patent illegitimacy. According to Fraser they 
were already unpopular rulers in the 1820s and 1830s, seen as unconcerned 
with the people, unwilling to finance public works, and seeking only to tax 
the provinces for all they were worA: "The very name of the Kujurs is 
detested throughout the Kingdom."^^^ They never overcame this senti¬ 
ment, which by the last quarter of the century was linked to the resentment 
of significant sectors of the urban population—merchants, artisans, 
ulama—against foreign domination of Iran's economy, polity, and culture. 
Parallel to the dominant critique of the Qajars as failing to safeguard Islam 
against infidels was the intelligentsia's contention that arbitrary rule 
should be checked by the rule of law and eventually a constitution. Tribal 
autonomy too was a factor precluding successful imposition of the state's 
absolutist project on Iranian society. These diverse currents undermined 
Qajar legitimacy and provided rationales for action in the social movements 
of the late Qajar period. 


Conclusions: The Nattue of Dependency 

Throughout this chapter I have tried to make a case for the concept of 
dependent development as a heuristic device for answering the questions 
posed at the beginning: How much and what type of development occurred 
in Qajar Iran? This period has found a number of good historians but has 
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been plagued by problems of conceptualization and interpretation. Two 
very different judgments have arisen: On the one hand, Nowshirvani, 
Gilbar, and Nashat have advanced analyses highlighting progress, in terms 
of "commercialization of agriculture," "modernization of institutions," "rise 
in per capita incomes," and so forth. On the other hand, Issawi, Bharier and 
Keddie have painted more sober portraits emphasizing "relative economic 
stagnation and very slow development," especially compared with Egypt 
and the Ottoman empire. A third group of scholars, including Seyf, Ashr^, 
Anna Enayat, and Amanat, have come closer, but never fully or explicitly 
enough, to the perspective employed in this chapter. Namely, as the term 
"dependent development" suggests, Iran experienced both growth and 
limits to growth, economic "development" and dependency on external 
forces, absolute increases in numerous key indicators—population, gross 
domestic product, foreign trade—^but entailing significant negative reper¬ 
cussions on standards of living, balance of payments, inflation, the state 
budget, employment in the crafts, and so on. 

Theoretically we saw Iran's transition from an external arena largely 
outside the ambit of the world-economy to an increasingly integrated 
peripheral role in the capitalist world-economy, as supplier of raw materi¬ 
als—silk, opium, cotton, fruits and nuts, and so on—and one "traditional" 
manufacture—carpets—and consumer of manufactured imports—textiles, 
hardware, and processed agricultural products such as sugar and tea. This 
produced differential internal impacts on various groups and social classes. 
The three modes of production Aat combined in the period from 1500 to 
1800 were preserved, although the petty-commodity mode of craft produc¬ 
tion was heavily undermined by the Western imports, and agriculture 
turned increasingly to the cultivation of crops for export Relations of 
exchange rather than production were most affected. Meanwhile, a small 
new capitalist mode of production emerged, with certain unique historical 
features: Foreign capitd was prevalent at the top and an Iranian working 
class formed partly outside the country in Russia. The growing weakness 
of the Qajar state vis-a-vis Western states and their more powerful armies 
and economies was linked to processes of fiscal crisis and delegitimation 
internally. While contact with the world economy did create pressure for 
reforms and the elaboration of some new institutions, it did not result in 
any successful centralization of the Qajar polity. The Qajars' misfortune was 
that they were neither too strong (unlike the Safavids) nor too remote (as 
the eighteenth-century "dynasties" had been) to be directly dominated. 
Instead, capitalism came to them from the outside in the guise of two strong 
rivals. Great Britain and Russia, who completely disaggregated their dreams 
of strong central control internally. 

We have seen that dependence has political, economic, and ideological 
aspects. It was imposed by military power, channelled into economic dom- 
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ination, and ended in substantial political and strategic control of two 
Western powers, Russia and Great Britain, over Iran. But the story does not 
in fact end here. In chapter five we shall reassess the period in terms of the 
social movements that occurred, largely as responses to dependency, directed 
against the twin forces of domination in late nineteenth-century Iran: the 
Qajar state and foreign encroachment 
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Reform, Rebellion, Revolution, Coup: 
Social Movements in Qajar Iran 


There appear to be two distinct and opposing causes for these disturbances. 

On the one hand the partisans ofMalkom Khan who share his "liberal" and "reforming" 
views, chiefly perhaps for the purpose of attacking the Shah's Chief Minister, are trying to 
open the eyes of the nation to the tyrannical and corrupt form of Govt under which they 
are living, and to imbue the people with an idea of democratic power; on the other, the 
fanatical Mollahs, taking advantage of Ramazan, are preaching everywhere against the 
surrender of the Faithful into the han^ of the Infidels. Trade of all kinds. Mines, Banks, 
Tobacco, Roads, are, it is said, sold to Europeans, who will gradually obtain com land and 
even Mussulman women. 

—^Report by the British minister R. J. Kennedy, April 29,1891, 
cited in Keddie, Religion and Rebellion 

This chapter gives an anal)dic account of the main movements for social 
change in Iran in the period from 1800 to 1925, focusing in particular on the 
events of 1890 to 1925—^the Tobacco rebellion, the Constitutional revolu¬ 
tion, the radical local movements during and after World War I, and Reza 
Khan's coup. The title "Reform, Rebellion, Revolution, Coup" hints at the 
progression of steadily more dramatic events. The failure of the state's 
reform efforts to cope with growing grievances from below and increasing 
foreign penetration led to the first nationwide mass movement, the Tobacco 
rebellion of 1890-92. This proved to be the dress rehearsal for a more 
prolonged conflict, the Constitutional movement or revolution, from 1905 
to 1911, which began with the grant of a national assembly and constitution 
but ended when Russian troops moved into Iran to disband the one and 
abrogate the other, propping up a weakened Qajar monarchy. The collapse 
of this attempted revolution was followed by military occupation, crop 
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failures and famine during World War I, and the ensuing local rebellions, 
aggrandizing maneuvers of Great Britain, and weakness of the Qajar state 
created the environment for a centralizing military coup in 1921 and its 
leader's establishment of a new, Pahlavi dynasty in 1925. 

For each of these major social movements the center of attention wiU be 
the underlying causes, principal social actors, and reasons for the outcome. 
The complexity of Iranian social structure, with its division into three (and 
then four) modes of production and some sixteen or more constituent social 
classes or groups, dictated the necessity of alliances on both sides of all social 
movements. Different groups and classes articulated a range of grievances 
against the state, internal, and foreign domination and these common 
targets led to a pattern in most social movements of broad, multi-class 
"populist" alliances to get them under way. Initial successes however were 
often followed by the emergence of internal differences in the revolution¬ 
ary coalition and external interference from threatened foreign powers, 
which together limited the outcome as in the case of the Tobacco rebellion, 
or reversed it altogether as in the Constitutional revolution. 

The approach of this chapter to social movements thus relies on the 
groundwork laid in chapter four on social class formation in the nineteenth 
century to clarify who was benefitting and who suffering as Iran became 
more closely integrated into the capitalist world system and dependent on 
Russia and Great Britain. The tentative classes-for-themselves ti\at formed 
and coalesced, or ultimately failed to do so in these struggles for the hearts 
and minds of key groups—the ulama, artisans, merchants, and marginal 
urban classes—also indicate the importance of the subjective factors of 
political consciousness and culture in shaping the fragility of the very real 
resistance they could mount 


Succession Struggles and Uprisings, 1800-1850: 

From Traditional to Transitional Forms of Protest 

The succession struggles of 1797,1834, and 1848, as well as the later one 
of 1896, were brief moments of concern that the designated heir might be 
displaced by a brother or uncle upon the death of the reigning shah. They 
were basicdly a traditional and rather limited form of "change" and were 
each time decided in favor of the heir, although interestingly, in 1834 and 
1896 this required some Russian and British help. What was "traditional" in 
each of these four succession crises were the inter- and intra-tribal conflicts 
surrounding the issue of which member of the royal family would succeed. 
What was transitional to the modem epoch was the growing foreign role 
evidenced by the weight of foreign diplomatic pressure and, by 1896, a 
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Russian-trained Iranian militaiy unit The increased involvement of the 
West in 1834 prefigures the Qajais' shrinking scope of action and early 
stages of the dependence which would become so marked by the end of the 
century.^ 

Instances of small-scale, local social struggles and political conflicts con¬ 
tinued to be quite common in the Qajar period, just as they had been in the 
long Saf avid era from 1500 to 1800. Ashraf and Hekmat note that "According 
to one account, there were 169 incidents of rebellion, unrest, sedition, and 
local war during the first forty years of Nasir al-Din Shah's reign,"^ i.e. from 
1848 to 1888. Though difficult to quantify, such events would seem to have 
been fully as numerous in the first half of the nineteenth century as well. 
The record of tribal unrest, including local rebellions, raids on towns and 
villages, and inter- and intra-tribal feuds and struggles, is a long one. To a 
certain degree the Qajar state coped by gaining the loyalty of tribal khans, 
particularly in the northwest, south, and center, with appointments to local 
office and land grants; in other areas, such as the northeast and southeast, 
the tribes remained rather autonomous and outside effective central con¬ 
trol. No tribal rebellion led to full local independence or the successful 
establishment of a new dynasty, however, reflecting less on the forcefulness 
of the Qajar state than on the diminished aspirations of tribal leaders and 
their integration into the national elite, underpinned by the declining 
demographic and economic centrality of the tribal population in the overall 
Iranian social formation. 

Even more common (or perhaps merely better documented) were the 
numerous outbreaks of urban disturbances of several sorts. Serious 
challenges to the political order itself occurred at Kirman and Yazd in 
1830-31, Isfahan in 1835, Shiraz in 1840, Kirman in 1842, a half dozen or more 
cities in 1848, Tabriz in 1855-57, and Shiraz again from 1865 to 1867. These 
were most often expressions of public dissatisfaction with provincial au¬ 
thorities over such issues as excessive tax burdens, high food prices and 
shortages of bread, unpopular governors, and so on. To judge by the Shiraz 
revolt of 1840, about which relatively more data is available, protests against 
unjust governors were initiated and carried through by the artisans, shop¬ 
keepers, and urban poor, who had to enlist the support of higher-ranking 
classes such as the ulama, merchants, and local notables (the last often 
engaged in personal rivalries with the authorities). Their goals were gener¬ 
ally limited to the correction of specific abuses, but if these were not met, 
participants might arm themselves, close the bazaar, escalate their demands 
to the removal of the governor, and create a situation of ungovernability 
until the shah replaced the governor. Such "limited objective movements," 
even when successful, thus stopped short of becoming fully revolutionary 
in scope and were always confined to their urban or regional setting.^ 
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One xirban incident which acquires heightened interest in light of sub¬ 
sequent social movements was the murder of the Russian envoy 
Griboyedov by a Tehrani crowd in 1829. Griboyedov was believed to be 
holdingtwo Georgian women from the harem of a Qajar prince againsttheir 
will. The significance of this event has at least two dimensions. For Hamid 
Algar, it was "the first clear confrontation between the government and the 
people.... The government bec am e increasingly suspected of treason and 
cooperation with foreign, non-Muslim powers; the ulama were the natural 
leaders of opposition to it."^ The second and perhaps central significance of 
the incident itself was clearly Iranian popular resistance to foreign (in this 
case Russian) domination and power. These sentiments would resurface 
sixty years later in the Tobacco rebellion and mark the Griboyedov affair as 
a transitional (partly traditional, partiy new) type of social movement. 

The most serious challenge to the Qajar state in the first half of the 
nineteenth century came during the first five years of Nasir al-Din Shah's 
reign in the form of the Babi revolts. A series of armed uprisings against 
provincial and royal authority occurred in the widely separated areas of 
Mazandaran (1848-49), Zanjan (1850), andNairiz (1850 and 1853), in addition 
to an unsuccessful attempt on the shah's life in Tehran in 1852. In each case 
poorly armed but highly motivated fighters for the new faith of Babism held 
out against stronger governmental forces until they met final defeat due to 
starvation, attrition, or deception. Debates have arisen over the tradi¬ 
tional/religious or modem social and economic causes and significance of 
these revolts, as well as the composition of the social forces that followed 
the Babi leaders. While most writers agree that artisans and ulama partici¬ 
pated, some see evidence of peasant mobilization as weU, while others argue 
that all classes, including merchants and upper class groups, were attracted 
to Babism. The concept ota.transitional social movement will help adjudicate 
the first of these disputes and a critical look at the available evidence will 
aid in clarifying the controversy on the classes and groups involved. Con¬ 
sideration of the ideological content of Babism and the political culture of 
the movement further substantiates its mixed (but not indiscriminate) social 
bases and transitional nature. 

The founder of Babism, Mirza 'Ali Muhammad, was bom into a merchant 
family at Shiraz in 1819. After working as a trader in Bushire, he went to 
Karbala in Iraq for further religious studies, becoming a disciple of Sayyid 
Kazim Rashti. Rashti was the leader of Shaikhism, a recent trend within 
Shi'ism based on the idea that there must always be an intermediary—the 
"Perfect Shi'i"—^between the Hidden Imam and believers. After Rashti died 
in 1844, Mirza 'Ali Muhammad, back in Shiraz, proclaimed himself the Bab 
("Gate") through whom the Hidden Imam would communicate, thus dis¬ 
tancing his mission from orthodox Shi'ism and the Iranian ulama. He 
subsequently went even further, intimating that he was the expected Imam, 
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the Mahdi, and eventually, by 1847, that he w^as a new prophet who 
superseded Muhammad and that his book, the Bayan (Declaration) replaced 
the Quran. He was at first dismissed by the ulama in Shiraz as "a lunatic of 
no further consequence," but as he attracted patrons and followers includ¬ 
ing leading religious and political figures, he was harassed by the ulama 
and finally ordered imprisoned by the shah. Rather than quelling the 
excitement his movement had generated, his execution in 1850led to further 
uprisings which did not fuUy end until 1853.® 

Of particular relevance from a social movement point of view are the 
social and economic doctrines of the Bab and his revolutionary lieutenants. 
The Bab called for the realization of a utopia of believers in the provinces 
of Azarbaij an, Mazandaran, Khurasan, Pars, and 'Iraq-i 'Aj am, in which ordy 
Babis (along with socially beneficial foreign merchants) would be allowed 
to live. He called specifically for the legalization of interest on loans, fixing 
of a unified money standard in the Babi lands, and inviolability of commer¬ 
cial correspondence. The need for good commercial roads, freedom of trade, 
and security for one's property were further points on which the Bab 
favored merchants. Tax and welfare pronouncements on the other hand 
advocated significant redistribution of income. Moreover, "All lands of 
great value and aU palaces must 'return to God,' for God is the sole owner 
of such properties. The Bab also declared it lawful to expropriate the land 
of unbelievers, who could reclaim their property only if and when they 
convert"® The poor, orphans, and widows were to be properly provided 
for and women's status was made less unequal to that of men wilii respect 
to marriage and association. Though she denies that the Bab promised a 
wholly new economic order or social policy, Bayat characterizes his message 
as a "populist" one, which "implied a commitment to change in the poor's 
favor."^ 

While these reformist notions were themselves virtually unheard of in 
the context of mid-nineteenth century Iran, several of the Bab's disciples 
radicalized them still further in mob^zing the uprisings of 1848 to 1853. 
Various among them promoted "the abolition of all taxes, obligations, and 
private property and the introduction of common ownership and equality 
of woman and men."® At the 1848 pre-insurrectionary congress in Badasht, 
the charismatic Qurrat al-'Ain threw off her veil and spoke of the necessity 
of freeing women from such restrictions, declaring "the coming of resurrec¬ 
tion and the abeyance of the sacred law" and encouraging the audience to 
distinguish good from evil for themselves.^ At the same meeting the equal 
sharing of the community's wealth was discussed and thereafter practiced 
during the several uprisings. The leader of the Zanjan revolt "commanded 
his followers that they should all be as one family and one household; and 
that all things, from eatables to clothing, whatever there was, should be 
divided for use; and his followers did even as he commanded so that they 
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even opened their houses to one another, and passed in and out in imity 
and concord."^*^ The differences between the moderate reformist doctrines 
of the Bab and the more revolutionary ones of these leading disciples who 
took charge of the movement while he was in prison, may in part account 
for the eclectic appeal of Babism among various social strata and the widely 
varying analyses of its "principal" social bases. 

The standard position on the social bases of the revolts is that of 
Minorsky, who notes that "the new preaching was addressed definitely to 
the middle classes, to the petty bourgeoisie, the lesser clergy, and the 
traders."^^ Arjomand, Amanat, and Algar aU concur in the importance of the 
ulama in the movement (though Amanat emphasizes "the young seminar¬ 
ians, overwhelmingly from humble social origins," while Algar observes 
that the vastmajority of the ulamarejected the Bab's claims).^^ Two variants 
on this analysis extend it in different directions to the point of contradicting 
each other, however. The Soviet historians Kuznetsova and Ivanov make 
the significant addition of the peasantry to the middle strata of the bazaar 
(ulama, artisans, merchants), while Bausani and Bayat note the presence of 
upper-class landlords, high officials, and "aristocrats" in the movement. 
Moojan Momen caps this argument by explicitly discounting the participa¬ 
tion of peasants (the few he finds having been manipulated by their land¬ 
lords), concluding that otherwise "Those converted to Babism were drawn 
from aU social classes with a preponderance from the ulama, who also 
provided the leadership of the movement."^^ 

A careful look at the excellent data compiled by Momen on the partici¬ 
pants in the three major uprisings raises some problems with his interpre¬ 
tation however. Table 5.1 aggregates Momen's data reclassifying 
unidentified rural participants as peasants, and further grouping the move¬ 
ment into its upper, middle, and lower class components. Fragmentary as 
this data is, it suggests that not only did peasants participate in the Babi 
revolts, they did so in great numbers. These peasants may have been led in 
some cases by their local landlord or mulla into the revolts, they may have 
been coerced to a certain extent, and they probably came overwhelmingly 
from agricultural districts in the vicinity of the urban centers of revolt, but 
rebel in large numbers they did. The next largest group of participants came, 
as most historians have noted, from the minor ulama (27.1 percent of the 
total sample), followed by artisans and small-scale ("guilded") merchants 
(12.3 percent). The numbers of landowners, urban officials, and high-rank¬ 
ing ulama were much smaller, and the large merchants (supposedly favored 
by the Bab's pronouncements) accounted for less than one percent of the 
total. The level of upper-class participation (8.8 percent) comes close to 
reflecting the proportion of these groups in the total population, but they 
were far from being preponderant within the movement, as the radic^ 
views of the Bab's lieutenants after 1848 undoubtedly alienated the 
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master, reformers and revolutionaries were attracted by the prospect of 
social change. The first two of these appealed to certain members of the 
ulama and bazaar classes, and the third to radical intellectuals and domi¬ 
nated classes, while peasants (and others) may have adhered for both 
religious and political reasons. Difficult as it is to know what the mass of 
followers actually thought and felt, Afshari notes that "What impressed the 
people were the Babis' down-to-earth sense of justice, their uncompromis¬ 
ing stands against the authorities, and their indomitable courage and 
fortitude."^® The "this-worldUness" of Babism, as opposed to an emphasis 
on the past or the future, was "supremely attractive to many converts."^^ 
Bayat ^so discerns a degree of religious nationalism: Iranian centers of 
pilgrimage replaced Arab ones, the Persian Bayan became the new holy 
book, Iranian New Year's (the spring equinox) would be the first day of the 
Babi calendar. Despite the hierarchical tendencies implicit in Babi religious 
doctrine—the tripartite division into leader, elite, and a mass of ordinary 
followers—there were strong anti-authoritarian and egalitarian impulses 
in the Babis' actual social practices. Sidney Churchill, the British diplomat 
in Tehran, wrote in 1889: "when [the Persian] finds in [a creed] as one of its 
fundamental principles the liberty of thought and expression thereof, with 
the ultimate possibility as a result that he may shake off the oppression he 
suffers at the hands of the local authorities..., he readily affiliates himself 
with those holding such doctrines with the object of combating existing 
evils."^ Afshari notes such terminology in their literature of 1848 as mujahid 
(fighter) and shahid (martyr), the opposition of zalimin and mazluman (op¬ 
pressors and oppressed), and references to the late Muhammad Shah as 
Sultan-i batil ("the false king").^^ These attitudes, taken as a whole, found 
resonance on several levels of Iranian political-religious subcultures: Is¬ 
lamic welfare ideals and struggles for the faith, radical millenarian hopes, 
artisanal solidarity and opposition politics, and peasant egalitarianism. 

Yet the Babi religion and revolts did not attract a majority of the popu¬ 
lation and ultimately failed.^ Curzoris estimate of nearly one inillion 
followers, at ten percent of the total population, is most likely far too high. 
Momen concludes that "In most places, only a handful of persons would be 
converted to the new religion"; as for the uprisings themselves he estimates 
there were 540 to 600 participants at Shai^ Tabarsi, one thousand in the 
two revolts at Nairiz, and two to three thousand at Zanjan.23 initial suc¬ 
cesses at each place were countered by the expeditions of increasingly 
strong contingents of government troops, who in each case ultimately 
prevailed and often followed victory with selective executions or a general 
massacre of the participants. The movements aims united two powerful and 
usually antagonistic forces against it—^its extremist religious claims alien¬ 
ated the majority of the ulama and its political ambitions spurred the Qajar 
state into action. The army, fortuitously reorganized by the reforming prime 
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minister Amir Kabir in 1848, proved equal to the task of subduing the rebels 
at Zanjan and Nairiz in 1850. 

While most scholars see Babism primarily as a religious movement acti¬ 
vating one of the traditional Iranian politico-religious orientations, that of 
messianic, mill enarian regeneration,^ Ivanov considers the revolts "popu¬ 
lar uprisings . . . against the feudal system, and objectively, against the 
incipient enslavement of the country by foreign capital."^ This judgment 
seems too forward-looking in that evidence of its "anti-foreign" content is 
conspicuously lacking (the Bab, it will be remembered, allowed foreign 
merchants in the Babi utopia and the areas of revolt were not those of 
heaviest foreign economic penetration by mid-century). However, the in¬ 
creasingly negative consequences of growing trade relations with the West 
in the case of artisans and the generally exploited condition of the Iranian 
peasantry were undoubtedly partially responsible for the presence of nu¬ 
merous members of these two classes in the movement. A more encompass¬ 
ing perspective would entail recognition of the movements significance on 
several levels—as a religious challenge to Shi'a orthodoxy, a political threat 
to the monarchical state, and a radical egalitarian questioning of the socio¬ 
economic order. Accepting then that the religious content of the movement 
resonated with traditional millenarian expectations and that its class basis 
was populist and social doctrines very progressive in content, the Babi 
revolts may be classified as an important instance of a transitional type of 
social movement in Qajar Iran, simultaneously sharing traits of social 
movements going back to the Safavid era and serving as a precursor of the 
Tobacco rebellion and Constitutional revolution to come. The new factor 
in the Iranian political economy—^its crossing the threshold of dependence 
on the West—can be increasingly discerned in the causal background of 
both the Griboyedov attack and Ae Babi revolts. 


Reform Efforts from 1800 to the 1880s: 

The Inadequacy of the State's Response 

Partly in response to the growing intensity of internal unrest which 
climaxed in the Babi revolts and partly out of a complex encounter with the 
West, which had followed military victories with increasing political and 
economic pressure, Qajar bureaucrats made two comprehensive efforts to 
strengthen the state and develop the economy, from 1848 to 1851, and 1870 
to 1880. These found an earlier, abandoned precursor in crown prince 
'Abbas Mirza's attempt to modernize the army in Azarbaij an in the first part 
of the century. These individuals had an increasingly acute awareness of 
the need for reforms in Iran, but in each case their efforts ultimately came 
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to naught, due partly to the inherent difficulties encoimtered and largely 
to the internal resistance of vested interests within the state itself, the 
dominant class, and the ulama. The resulting lack of change led by the state 
only made it more vulnerable to change initiated from below in the subse¬ 
quent period from 1890 to 1910. 

The first realization of a need for reform originated in the military threat 
posed by Russia from 1805 to 1828. Early reformers such as 'Abbas Mirza, 
Qa'im Maqam, and Amir Kabir all came from Azarbaijan, the "front-line" 
province bordering Russia. 'Abbas Mirza, in Bausani's view "the only 
person who might have saved Persia," died in 1833 before he could come to 
the throne.^ His minister, Qa'im Maqam, served briefly as prime minister 
of Iran until 1835, when he was disgraced and murdered. The year 1833 then 
may be seen as an early political turning point, as 'Abbas Mirza's untimely 
death sealed off a path not taken in Iran's battle against dependency. The 
next, more far-reaching aim at a comprehensive reform of banian institu¬ 
tions was imdertaken by Amir Kabir, prime minister from 1848 to 1851. 
Specific policies included the establishment of state-run factories and a 
college, auditing and balancing the budget, and universal conscription for 
the army; all aimed at strengthening the Qajar state to meet both internal 
social movements and external pressures. Even more damaging than the 
lack of personnel and technical knowledge, a powerful elite coalition of 
those alfected by his reforms emerged to oppose him. Among them were 
landowners, bureaucratic officials, ulama (angry at losing pensions, the 
establishment of a secular institute for higher learning and other measures), 
and disgruntled courtiers organized in a faction around the queen mother. 
The latter's favorite, Mirza Aqa Khan Nuri, convinced the shah that Amir 
Kabir was plotting against him: "[Amir ICabir's] dismissal was soon followed 
by his exile, andin January, 1852, his death at the hands of royally appointed 
assassins."^ This episode represents a second turning point m efforts to 
respond to the European challenge on a basis of equality. The next two 
decades saw the collapse of virtually all of Amir Kabiris projects: The army 
deteriorated, factories were abandoned, budget deficits reappeared. Royi 
inaction and conservative repression were capped by the famine of 1869- 
70.28 

Reform reappeared on the agenda again in the 1870s under the auspices 
of prime minister Mirza Husain Khan Mushir al-Daula. He had spent the 
previous twenty-two years outside the country, in France, India, Tiflis, and 
Istanbul, where he had had the opportimity to observe both Western 
societies and reform efforts by and in Muslim areas. Late in 1871 he 
embarked on the most comprehensive set of reforms since Amir Kabir, 
ranging from immediate famine relief to ambitious economic development 
plans, governmental reorganization and military modernization. Govern¬ 
ment officials, from the most powerful princes down to lower-level bureau- 
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crats, had their salaries reduced. These policies generated much resentment, 
which simmered until it found a powerful outlet in the opposition to the 
Reuter Concession. The concession, for railroads, telegraphs, irrigation, 
mining, and river navigation, was seen by modernizers as a rapid shortcut 
to industrialization and development after the failure of Amir Kahn's 
program two decades earlier. There is little doubt that Mirza Husain Khan 
was sincere in his advocacy of the concession, but the influential enemies 
he had made took this opportunity to mobilize public and royal opinion 
against him and it. These included factions at court who either disliked him 
personally, or had suffered from his reduction of salaries and stipends, or 
were S37mpathetic to the Russians who naturally opposed the concession. 
Certain ulama too joined out of similar motives. A few, such as the leading 
Tehran mujtahid Hajji Mulla 'Ali Kani, made cogent Islamic and national¬ 
istic arguments that the concession would allow Europeans to overrun the 
country, turning Iran into a colony like India. The British government 
decided to remain neutral in the affair, preferring not to j eopardize relations 
with Russia and its whole position in Iran by any aggressive backing of 
Reuter, a private capitalist. The resulting agitation forced the prime 
minister's resignation and Nasir al-Din's abrupt change from an interest in 
liberal reforms to a more traditionally-inclined conservatism.^^ No further 
concessions were offered the Europeans between 1873 and the inid-1880s. 
W e thus reach a third turning point in the fortunes of state-initiated reforms 
in Iran. The Reuter Concession agitation presents the paradoxical spectacle 
of courtiers and ulama seeking personal and corporate goals preventing a 
foreigner from gaining control of much of Iran's economy, while a modern¬ 
izing prime minister looked to the West from inside the state to industrialize 
the country. In this case a mixed elite and popular movement both resisted 
foreign encroachment and blocked the state from modernizing, setting the 
stage for later popular movements, especially the Constitutional revolution, 
that would force it to modernize. In 1873 the tangled issues of reform, 
modernization, centralization, industrialization, and national indepen¬ 
dence were but dimly understood, and the popular movement was tinged 
with personal interests. In the Tobacco rebellion eighteen years later the 
Mne-up of forces would change and Iran's first truly mass nationwide social 
movement would clarify the underlying issues a great deal further. 


The Tobacco Rebellion, 1890-1892: A Turning Point 


The Tobacco rebellion was the first national mass movement directed 
against both the state and foreign domination. Though it might have gone 
further in protesting all concessions, as ultimately articulated it was limited 
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to the cancellation of the unpopular tobacco monopoly granted to an 
English company, in which it was successful. The social forces involved 
were truly broad and populist—what Keddie called a "strange and unstable 
coalition" included participants from among the ulama, merchants, artisans, 
shopkeepers, intelligentsia, and the urban poor. The nature of the leader¬ 
ship, which was largely composed of the ulama with a leavening of other 
intellectuals and merchants, will be seen as the key to the limiting of the 
movement's demands and indicative of the sometimes conflicting, some¬ 
times congruent goals of elements of Iran's multi-class populist alhance, a 
phenomenon that would emerge more clearly in the Constitutional revolu¬ 
tion. Before exploring these central anal)dic issues, an overview of the 
sequence of the events themselves is in order.^ 

On March 8,1890, after large bribes had been given to Iranian officials 
and apparently without the knowledge of the English government, the 
shah granted a monopoly concession on Iran's tobacco crop to Major G. F. 
Talbot In exchange for 15,000 pounds sterling a year and one-quarter of the 
net profits paid to the shah, Talbot would be allowed to purchase all the 
tobacco produced in Iran for export or internal consumption. Cultivators 
were to register with him and the guilds of tobacco sellers had to obtain 
permits from him. The concession was to last for fifty years. More than any 
previous concession granted to a foreigner, this one directly impinged on 
a segment of Iran's merchants, shopkeepers, and guildspeople (as well as 
peasant cultivators); it also affected many hundreds of thousands of con¬ 
sumers (in 1890 an estimated 4,000,000kilograms of tobacco were consumed 
in Iran, and 5,400,000 kilograms exported, with the 1891 crop valued at 
335,900 pounds sterling). While the Iranian government tried to keep the 
agreement secret, Talbot sold his concession to the newly formed Imperial 
Tobacco Corporation of Persia (also known as the Regie), which projected 
500,000 pounds sterling in net annual profits, pointing out that it would pay 
only 15,000 pounds rent to Iran, compared with the Turkish Regie's 630,000. 

The first complaints against the concession were formally registered by 
the Russian minister Biitzov in September 1890; he told both England and 
Iran that it overlooked the freedom of commerce clause in the 1828 Treaty 
of Turkmanchai, an argument which both parties rejected. The secret grad¬ 
ually became more widely known: In November 1890 the Istanbul Persian- 
language paper Akhtar wrote an article criticizing the government for 
allowing tobacco exports to be included (they were not in the Ottomans' 
monopoly) and warning that cultivators would be forced to sell to the 
company. In February 1891 Talbot arrived to help set up the company and 
the shah publicly announced the concession. Protests began almost im¬ 
mediately. Sixty tobacco merchants petitioned the shah in March, offering 
to pay a tax which would generate more revenue than the concession. On 
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March 6 all the Tehran tobacco merchants took bast (asylum) at 'Abd 
al-'Azim shrine and wrote a petition promising non-compliance with the 
Regie. The shah was already having doubts about the concession, but the 
British advised him not to cancel it, while his coundl was divided on the 
matter, with those ministers who had benefitted from the concession want¬ 
ing to continue it In March it seemed to the British diplomat Kennedy that 
the Russian legation and Russian tobacco merchants would acquiesce to the 
concession, and in May the British consul at Tabriz reported favorably on 
the attitude of Iranian merchants there. But a serious opposition had 
already begun with protests at Shiraz in April 1891, during Ramazan. 
Crowds gathered at the telegraph office and a shrine to protest the arrival 
of the company's agents, and the governor's tribal troops opened fire, 
IdUing several people, including a woman and a little girl, and wounding 
many more. The deported cleric Say 5 tid 'Ali Akbar went to Bushire where 
he met Jamal al-Din al-Afghani, the pan-Islamic critic of the shah. Afghani 
wrote a letter castigating the shah for his concessions to Europeans, which 
the sa)^d took to the leading Shi'a mujtahid Hajji Mirza Hasan Shirazi in 
Samarra (Iraq), who would later play a crucial role in the movement 

In August and September the movement exploded in Azarbaijan, Iran's 
major tobacco-producing area. The ulama of Tabriz preached against the 
concession and telegrams and petitions were sent to the shah. The shah 
again wanted to cancel but both Amin al-Sultan and the British charge 
d'affaires Kennedy argued that he must stand firm as his authority was 
being attacked. On September 4 a large crowd assembled; only a telegram 
from the shah promising cancellation of the concession defused the situa¬ 
tion. In Mashhad, meanwhile, in early October the shah combined the 
threat of militaiyforce with an offertopostponethe concession in Khurasan 
province for six months, and after five days the protests subsided. These 
struggles were paralleled and then surpassed by tiie movement in Isfahan. 
In September merchants had petitioned the powerful pro-English governor 
ZU al-Sultan, while the leading mujtahid Aqa Najafi preached against the 
concession. The governor's threat of reprisals quieted the situation for a 
time. On November 21 Aqa Najafi and his brother called a demonstration 
during which they declared tobacco imclean. Aboycott was announced and 
the people of Isfahan ceased smoking. 

In late November protests and unrest resimied in Tehran and Tabriz. On 
about December 2 a nationwide boycott of tobacco started when a fatva 
attributed to the spiritual leader Shirazi in Samarra was made public. It said: 
"In the name of God, the Merciful, the Forgiving. Today the use of tanbaku 
and tobacco in any form is reckoned as war against the Imam of the Age 
(may God hasten his glad Advent!)."^^ The boycott was extremely success¬ 
ful, extending even to the shah's wives and servants, and to Christians and 
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Jews among the non-Muslim population. More desperate than ever, the 
shah oscillated between heavy-handed actions and negotiations with the 
movement The government sought at first to cancel only the internal 
monopoly (this was offered on December 18), but on December 25 placards 
appeared in the bazaar threatening declaration of a holy war. Events 
reached their climax early in January 1892. On January 3 the government 
ordered Tehran's leading mujtahid, Mirza Hasan Ashtiani, to either end the 
boycott by smoking in public, or to leave the city. When he prepared to leave 
the next day, crowds gathered at his house after closing the bazaar, to 
prevent the army from forcing him to depart. Some 4,000 men and women, 
led by sayyids, marched towards the royal palaces. After first ignoring 
orders to do so, troops fired on the crowd, killin g seven or more people. The 
crowd calmed down only when the shah sent a message saying Ashtiani 
could stay and reaffirming that the concession was cancelled. Ashtiani 
urged the people to disperse, promising they would reconvene if the matter 
wasn't settled within two days. On January 5 the Regie agreed to the 
cancellation of its concession, realizing that not to do so would lead to an 
untenable situation in which further bloodshed and perhaps revolution 
would be inevitable. The atmosphere remained tense until January 26, when 
the town crier announced the end of the ban on tobacco. The Tobacco 
rebellion had ended. 

The social forces that made the rebellion comprised the first very broad, 
fuUy mass movement in Iranian social history. Keddie writes of "The strange 
and imstable coalition of ulama, nationalists, discontented merchants and 
city populations, and powerful domestic and foreign interests who were 
opposed to the govemment."^^ These "city populations" should be disag¬ 
gregated a bit further: The urban crowds that engaged in the decisive 
confrontations included, in addition to merchants and ulama, artisans, 
small shopkeepers, and some of the urban poor, both women and men. The 
tobacco merchants who were most obviously affected by the concession 
comprised several groups: small-scale retail tobacco dealers, large wholesale 
merchants and exporters, those with investments in cultivation and those 
engaged in processing tobacco.^^ According to its prospectus, the R^gie 
intended to satisfy both consumers and cultivators, apparently at the ex¬ 
pense of the merchant middle-men. Urban consumers were not convinced 
of this claim, as they supported the boycott in overwhelming numbers. Nor 
were the cultivators won over as allies to the company; according to Keddie, 
"In the tobacco growing areas the peasants were also made to believe that 
they would suffer greatlosses."^ The widespread participation of the urban 
lower classes is suggested by the British consul Paton in Tabriz: "the 
agitation... has evidently been taken up strongly by the whole population, 
high and low."^^ Finally, the mass movement involved women as well as 
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men. The crowds that faced royal troops in Shiraz and Tehran included a 
number of women: A woman and a girl were killed at Shiraz, while women 
were active in the determining events of January 1892 in Tehran. 

The political culture of the Tobacco rebellion affirms its populist social 
bases. The mosques were generally the place where artisans and merchants 
would congregate whenever they closed their shops in protest There they 
would listen to stories of the life and deaths of 'Ali and Husain in an 
emotionally charged atmosphere. Bodies of dead demonstrators would be 
carried to the mosques, further agitating the crowds. Public attitudes to¬ 
ward the shah evinced a humorous, deeply-rooted anti-authoritarian 
strain. On the day an envoy was scheduled to enter Tabriz with a message 
from Nasir al-Din Shah, a crowd of people paraded a dog through the streets 
with a letter attached to its neck bearing the shah's autograph. Satire of the 
court and ruUng class was expressed through various popular acts; Afshari 
notes that "a very imaginative and deriding poetry circulated in Tehran and 
women and children took an active part in spreading it around."^ Such 
actions are telling indicators of the growth in political consciousness of the 
urban population as a result of their struggle against the concession. 

The Tobacco rebellion was led by the ulama, now in an emergent alliance 
with members of the radical, secular nationalist intelligentsia. Some indi¬ 
viduals from the bureaucratic elite also played a role, but this was out of 
rivalry with other ministers or due to pro-Russian sentiments.^^ It was the 
ulama who provided the principal leadership of the movement, often at the 
request of aggrieved merchants and guildspeople.®* Though there were 
some exceptions and limits to their unity and demands (to be treated below) 
and though their motives may have been mixed, their role was generally 
one of decisive intervention on the side of the rebellion. The British minister 
Lascelles reported on December 22,1891: "I have been informed by persons 
long resident in Persia that they have been astonished at this assertion of 
power on the part of the Mollahs, both as regards their opposition to the 
Government and the implicit obedience which the people have yielded to 
their commands."^^ A network of ulama extended downward from the most 
eminent mujtahid, Mirza Hasan Shirazi in Iraq, who had become the sole 
marja'-i taqlid (source of imitation) in the 1870s, to the clerical leaders in 
each of the cities. Use of the telegraph facilitated communications among 
them and word then spread in each dty through them to the neighborhood 
mullas and general population. The religious feelings animating the move¬ 
ment had several bases. Keddie suggests "there was boimd to be opposition 
to the handling of an item of intimate use by unbelievers. According to 
stricter Shi'is, close contact with an article handled by unbelievers was 
defiling."^^ A more solid legal argument against the concession saw it as an 
unlawful monopoly which restricted the freedom of Muslim merchants. 
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Shirazi telegraphed the shah in September 1891 that the concessions "are 
the cause of the ruin of order in the country, and they oppress the sub- 
jects."^^ There was a general concern that Islam was endangered, as the 
Shiraz mujtahid Mirza Muhammad 'Ali told the British diplomat there: 
"Doubtless the corporation would flood the country with Europeans who 
would have constant intercourse with the people to undermine their reli¬ 
gion."^ This analysis reached its logical conclusion in underground calls 
for jihad. Though armed confrontations ultimately did not take place, the 
disciplined observance of Shirazi's fatva prohibiting the use of tobacco 
signalled the symbolic, inner aspect of jihad in the movement: a striving 
against evil with all one's being. Much of the population was doubtless 
inspired by the general position of the ulama that Islam itself was being 
attacked by foreigners and that the shah was doing nothing to defend the 
faith. 

A key mediator between the religious opposition of the ulama and the 
incipient nationalism of the intelligentsia was Sa)^d Jamal al-Din al-Af- 
ghani. At various intervals between 1886 and 1890 he had spoken both to 
the shah and to "all classes" of people in Iran of the urgent need for legal 
and human rights, safeguards of life and property, freedoms of thought and 
the press.^3 January 1891 he was expelled from the country after an 
anonymous letter reached the shah upbraiding him for selling the resources 
of Iran to foreigners and failing to protect religion. Before leaving he formed 
a secret society for the twin purposes of bringing about internal reforms and 
reducing foreign control.^ His May letter to Shirazi castigates the shah in 
religious terms for his concessions to Russia and Britain: "In short this 
criminal has offered the provinces of the Persian land to auction amongst 
the Powers, and is selling the realms of Islam andthe abodes of Muhammad 
and his household (on whom be greeting and salutation) to foreigners."^ 
Shirazi's telegram to the shah in September made arguments along similar 
lines. Since Shirazi's leadership was decisive in the boycott of tobacco, 
Afghani as well can be seen to have played a pivotal role in the rebellion. 

The secondary leadership of the movement came from a new group, the 
intelligentsia, some of whom were followers of Afghani. They included 
journalists, writers, diplomats, and bureaucrats, members of the middle 
class who had received a secular education or travelled abroad. One group 
was composed of Azari-speaking Russian subjects living in the Caucasus. 
Two newspapers, the Istanbul-based Akhtar and Malkam Khan's Qanun 
from England, helped expose the concession and generate opposition to it 
Qanun's first issues, appearing in 1890, voiced a range of criticisms of state 
and society in Iran. On July 18 it addressed the prime minister, "By what 
law do you sell these rights and privileges of our State to foreign adventur¬ 
ers? ... How do you dare to sell to unbelievers the means of livelihood of 
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the Muslims?"^^ Another relevant document is "A Petition from Iranian 
Reformers to the Foreign Representatives in Tehran/' which calls for "the 
establishment of the organic laws of the land" which should be based on 
"the just and human application of om Shariat [Islamic law]."^ Behind 
these fervent words (with their implicit wish for an alliance between intel¬ 
lectuals and the ulama) loomed the wider range of reforms sought by the 
intelligentsia: an end to foreign economic and political hegemony in Iran, 
legal limits on the autocratic powers of the shah, and development of 
educational, judicial, and other institutions along somewhat ambiguous 
"modem" lines. The nature of the intelligentsia's alliance with the ulama 
and the less than total congmence of their demands played arole in limiting 
the outcome of the movement. 

What accoimts for the more limited outcome of the Tobacco rebellion 
then, given these larger demands and the opinions of observers regarding 
its revolutionary potential?^ One element was the emergence of splits and 
wavering among certain members of the ulama at the last moment There 
had not, of course, been total unanimity to begin with: In December 1891 
Say)dd 'Abdullah Bihbihani, opposed to the activism of Shirazi and possibly 
bribed by the Regie, had gone so far as to actually smoke in the mosque 
while preaching.^^ The Imam Jum'a of Tehran, a relative of the shah, as well 
as the key ulama in Mashhad, refused to back the protest But beyond these 
scattered non-participants, Ashtiani himself moderated his demands on 
January 5, 1892, when the government and R6gie agreed to cancel the 
concession. This may have been a prudent political compromise on his part, 
or it may have been due to money or threats (or both) coming from the 
government Whatever the exact reason, Ashtiani wrote to Shirazi urging 
him not to bring up the issue of other foreign concessions.^ Shortly 
afterwards greater pensions were paid to certain members of the ulama, 
while others were newly added to Ae governments list A second element 
in the end of the movement was that the Russians ceased their encourage¬ 
ment of it as soon as the tobacco concession was cancelled, naturally not 
wanting to see any larger steps taken against foreign power in Iran gener¬ 
ally.®^ Finally, it should be noted that the intelligentsia, bound in some cases 
to a strategy of "using" the ulama and IslamicaUy-couched appeals to 
further their aims while remaining in the background of events, had less 
influence in pushing a broader agenda for change (on which they them¬ 
selves were far from in agreement) when leading ulama brought the move¬ 
ment to a close. 

The outcome then was a victory within firm limits. By focusing on a 
single concession which affected much of the population, the movement 
became widespread and determined. But by not pushing beyond this for 
an end to all foreign concessions in Iran and dismissal of the ministers 
responsible for them, the victory was largely S)mibolic, as Keddie has 
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pointed out. Likewise Afshari considers it a "limited-objective" type of 
revolt, andLambton "not arevolutionary movementThese observations 
are retrospectively true, but the Tobacco rebellion was also a victory for the 
populist coalition that made it, demonstrating a newly-found capacity to 
resist both the shah and a foreign power. Political consciousness clarified 
itself and advanced considerably in the course of the struggle, and issues 
were articulated which would resurface in the Constitutional revolution. 

The consequences and aftermath of the rebellion provide evidence of the 
difficulties of bringing about change within the restricted parameters of 
dependency. Total compensation was finally fixed in April 1892 at 500,000 
poimds; since the company was to give its assets in Iran, allegedly worth 
139,000 pounds, to the government, it would appear that Iran's net loss was 
346,000 poimds sterling, for which it got nothing of value, a grossly unfair 
settlement in view of Talbotis original investment of a mere 15,000 pounds. 
The shah had to borrow the 500,000 pounds from the British bank, Iran's 
first major foreign debt, a significant milestone in its dependence on the 
West. In 1892 the Iranian government quietly granted an export monopoly 
on tobacco to a French company discretely located in Istanbul. The clergy 
were consulted on this and in some cases given pensions. Merchants seem 
to have contented themselves with control over the internal markets. Nor 
did the Russians this time object This strange afterlife of the concession 
underlines the symbolic content of the movement 

A second consequence highlighting change within continuity was the 
reversal of the British and Russian positions in Iran. There was a marked 
shift from British influence in the 1880s to Russian in the 1890s at the Qajar 
court, as the prime minister Amin al-Sultan adopted pro-Russian policies in 
place of his earlier pro-British ones. While it is certainly true that tiie British 
had lost much of their political position in Iran, the result was not a gain in 
the state's freedom to maneuver, but rather a closer dependence politically 
and economically on an even more reactionary Western power, Russia. This 
would have important repercussions on the balance of social forces in the 
Constitutional revolution fifteen years later, as the Russians would now be 
the targets rather than the (self-interested) supporters of a popular social 
movement in Iran. Internally, meanwhile, the shah's "populari^' plunged 
and the state's fiscal problems were exacerbated. Peasants suffered as taxes 
went up generally to pay for the loan and to address the budget deficits. 
Finally, on May 1,1896 Nasir al-Din Shah, after forty-eight years of rule, 
was assassinated by Mirza Muhammad Reza of Kirman, a follower of 
Afghani. Thus was Afghani's 1891 call for the cutting off of the shah's head 
carried out. This, too, represented change within continuity, as the new 
shah Muzaffar al-Din inherited a host of problems with no effective policy 
instruments to meet them, while a huge popular movement loomed on the 
horizon. 
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The Constitutional Revolution, 1905-1911: An Opportunity Missed 

The centerpiece of social change in the Qajar period was the massive 
upheaval fought between 1905 and 1911 known as the Constitutional 
revolution or movement After reviewing the course of events, the present 
analysis focuses on assessing the degree and nature of participation by 
various groups and classes on both sides as the key to understanding the 
causes and outcome of the revolution. This wiU enable us to see it as an 
urban, multi-class, populist social movement, in which the key factors at 
work were the differential W estem impact on social groups and classes, the 
internal complexity of the Iraiuan sociM structure and state, and the external 
pressures brought to bear by Britain and especially Russia. 

The Course ofEvents^^ 

After a brief liberal phase, the reign of Muzaffar al-Din Shah from 1898 
on witnessed a replay of the recurrent problems of late Qajar society: a state 
burdened by the shah's need for European loans to finance extravagant 
trips abroad, combined with continued urban unrest generated by high 
bread prices and the arbitrary rule of grasping and inflexible provincial 
governors, and in the capital the new government of 'Ain al-Daula which 
took over from Amin al-Sultan in 1903-4. Though inflation fluctuated, the 
major northern cities experienced highrates in the 1890s; a sudden deflation 
in the years 1900-1905 only led to worse unemployment and an economic 
downturn.^ Merchants were upset by the customs revision of 1903 that 
favored Russian goods and the use of Belgian customs administrators under 
Joseph Naus since 1899. By 1905, the pensions of certain ulama were three 
years in arrears and the government proposed tightening its control over 
vaqfs. Meanwhile inspiration was drawn from the Japanese victory over 
Russia in their 1904-5 war: It seemed to some intellectuals significant that 
the only Asian constitutional state had defeated the major Western non¬ 
constitutional one, and that segment of the Iranian population aware of the 
news undoubtedly enjoyed the reverses of their overbearing northern 
neighbor, which continued with the 1905 Russian revolution. Secret socie¬ 
ties of secular intellectual and clerical leaders formed in the capital and 
elsewhere to discuss these developments. 

The existence of these grievances and the abuses that caused them meant 
that a large portion of the urban population was prepared for the confron¬ 
tation with the government that came in 1905. A series of initially minor 
incidents touched off three increasingly serious protests in Tehran begin¬ 
ning in April 1905 and culminating in the grant of a national assembly and 
constitution in August 1906. On April 26,1905 two hundred moneylenders 
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and merchants of Tehran closed their shops and demanded a range of 
reforms, including repa)mient of their loans to the state and dismissal of the 
unpopular Naus. The shah defused the situation with promises, but no 
action was taken for the rest of the year. On December 11, 1905 two 
prominent sugar merchants were beaten for charging high prices. Some two 
thousand ulama, students, tradespeople, and merchants took bast at 'Abd 
al-'Azim on December 13, and before this ended a month later, their de¬ 
mands had escalated to dismissal of the prime minister and the establish¬ 
ment of an 'adalatkhana (House of Justice). The shah gave in, but again 
followed through only on the lesser demands. The third and gravest set of 
protests came in the summer of 1906. On July 11 the prime minister tried to 
expel a popular preacher; a crowd formed and troops fired, killing a sa)^d. 
Fiirther confrontations the next day led to fifteen or more deaths. This 
massacre sharpened the demand for a House of Justice. In the next week 
two enormous basts were started: Some one thousand of the ulama, led by 
Sayyid Muhammad Tabatabai and Sa)^d 'Abdullah Bihbihani, left Tehran 
for Qum, ninety miles away, taking their religious and legal services on 
strike with them. Meanwhile, with the permission of the British charg6 
d'affaires Grant Duff, merchants, artisans, ulama, and students occupied the 
gardens and grounds of the British Legation in Tehran. By August 1 this 
group numbered 14,000 people. They demanded the removal of 'Ain al- 
Daula, the promulgation of a code of laws, and the recall of the ulama from 
Qum. With the army starting to show sympathy for the bastis, the shah 
dismissed his prime minister on July 30 and agreed to invite the ulama back, 
but the protestors now demanded a constitution and a representative 
national assembly (majlis). In early August the shah issued the order grant¬ 
ing an assembly. 

A provisional body was set up to draft the electoral code and organize 
the establishment of a majlis. Over 2,000 people took part The electoral code 
provided for a majlis chosen by six categories of electors: "(i) Princes and 
the Qajar tribe: (ii) Doctors of Divinity and Students: (iii) Nobles and 
Notables: (iv) Merchants: (v) Landed proprietors and peasants: (vi) 
Tradeguilds."^® "Landed proprietors and peasants" had to possess property 
worth 1,000 tumans (200 pounds sterling), effectively disenfranchising the 
peasantry. Merchants and artisans were required to have established busi¬ 
nesses, which ruled out workers and the urban poor. Women could not 
vote. The majlis opened on October 7 with the Tehran delegates present 
The Fundamental Law (the first part of the constitution) was ready by late 
October, but Muzaffar al-Din Shah signed it only on his deathbed, on 
December 30,1906. He died January 8,1907. 

From January 1907 to June 1908 a sharp conflict developed between the 
new, more autocratic Muhammad 'Ali Shah and the increasingly self-con¬ 
fident and politically aware majlis. In February the assembly forced the 
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dismissal of Naus from his posts and detained him until he gave an account 
of his actions in office. The shah scored a victory in April by bringing back 
the conservative Amin al-Sultan as prime minister. In July a serious split 
developed among the ulama when Shaikh FazluUah Niui began an agita¬ 
tion against the constitutionalistleaders as "atheists, freethinkers, Bdbis and 
the like"; other leading ulama opposed him. Matters came to a dramatic head 
on August 31, when the Anglo-Russian agreement dividing Iran into 
"spheres of influence" (while formally promising to guarantee its sover¬ 
eignty) was signed at St Petersbmg. The same day (yet before news of the 
agreement had circulated) a young radical member of a secret society 
assassinated the prime minister Amin al-Sultan. Iranian public opinion was 
generally outraged at the agreement between Russia and England. The shah 
meanwhile had to take note of public opposition to his reactionary policies; 
this climate permitted the majlis to force his signing of the Supplementary 
Fundament^ Laws (the second part of the constitution) on October 7, 
which gave it wide legislative powers at the expense of the monarchy. Later 
that month it passed its first budget, with greatly reduced pensions for the 
court and its favorites, and abolition of the abuses of tax-farming and tiyuls 
in land tenure. The shah then took more desperate action, dismissing the 
cabinet on December 14-15 and inciting a royalist crowd to threaten the 
majlis building, while he demanded the assemblj/s dissolution. The majlis 
was defended by armed volimteers however, and the bazaars went on 
strike. The shah was forced to back down, taking an oath before the 
assembly to observe the constitution. 

Tension moimted between Muhammad 'Ali Shah and the constitutional 
movement in 1908. In June the shah moved to just outside Tehran and 
rallied his tribal and urban lower-class supporters. The Russian ambassador, 
endorsed by the British charge d'affaires, issued warnings that anti-shah 
actions would notbe tolerated. On June 11 Muhammad 'Ali declared martial 
law. The bazaar went on strike and constitutionalist volimteers occupied 
the Baharistan (the majlis building). On Jime 23 1,000 Iranian Cossacks 
under the command of their Russian officers surroimded the Baharistan 
and the adjacent Sipahsalar mosque. Heavy guns bombarded the majlis and 
its defenders, who were under orders not to shoot at the Russian officers 
opposing them for fear of touching off a full-scale Russian intervention. 
Several hundred volunteers were killed before the shah's forces carried the 
day; leading constitutionalists were arrested, exiled, executed, or fled. The 


Russian Colonel Liakhov of the Cossack Brigade was made military gover¬ 
nor of Tehran (though an Iranian later nominally replaced him). Despite 
demands from the provinces, by November the shah had reneged on his 
promises to England and Russia to reconvene the majlis and declared that 
the constitution would not be restored. In this he was assisted by the 
anti-constitutionalist mujtahid Nuri. 
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Meanwhile the locus of resistance to the shah had shifted to Tabriz. Soon 
after the June coup the tribal leader Rahim Khan entered the city to assert 
authority in the shah's name. Local constitutionalists—artisans, merchants, 
and others—^began to oppose this immediately, forming units of mujahidin 
(fighters). The shah's forces were expelled by October, after which they 
attempted to blockade the city. By November 1908 constitutionalist forces 
were in control of other cities in Azarbaijan province, while the local 
anjuman (popular assembly) governed Tabriz. In February 1909 however the 
royalists' blockade became complete. By April people were dying of starva¬ 
tion. England finally agreed that Russian troops should end the siege of 
Tabriz, and on April 29 they marched into the city to protect Russian and 
foreign citizens, dispersing the shah's tribal blockaders. Though they no 
longer faced starvation, the residents soon were unhappy with their Rus¬ 
sian occupiers. 

Despite its ultimate failure the resistance of Tabriz bought time for other 
provincial cities to revive the constitutionalist opposition, especially at 
Rasht and Isfahan. In early 1909 the Bakhtiari tribe revolted when the shah 
tried to change their il-khan. They soon gained control of Isfahan and 
declared for the constitutionalist side. At Rasht on the Caspian, social 
democrats from Russian Azarbaijan together with local Armenian and 
Muslim radicals launched an attack against the governor. When they suc¬ 
ceeded, they invited a wealthy landowner known as the Sipahdar ("Com¬ 
mander")—^who had recently abandoned the shah's forces at Tabriz—^to 
assume control of their movement In May the constitutionalist army of 
Rasht reached Qazvin, and the shah agreed to English and Russian "recom¬ 
mendations" to re-establish constitutional government. But the Sipahdar 
also wanted foreign troops to evacuate, the shah's own irregulars to disarm 
and dismissal of certain reactionary ministers. When these demands were 
not met, the northern constitutionalists and southern Bakhtiaris began to 
converge on the capital in early Jixly, despite dire British and Russian 
warnings and the landing of more Russian troops at Anzali. On July 13 the 
Bakhtiari and Rasht volunteers entered Tehran with minimal initial resis¬ 
tance and set up headquarters symbolically in the ruins of the Baharistan. 
After two days of fighting in which 500 men were killed or wounded, 
Muhammad 'Ali took refuge at the Russian legation, while the Cossack 
Brigade surrendered to the new minister of war, the Sipahdar. On July 18 
the eleven-year-old son of Muhammad 'Ali was crowned Ahmad Shah and 
a regent was appointed by an extraordinary grand council of constitution¬ 
alist deputies and military leaders, ulama, princes, and notables, thus bring¬ 
ing Muhairunad 'All's counterrevolutionary reign to a close. 

In August 1909 elections were held in Tehran for the second majlis. The 
new electoral law lowered the voting age and the wealth qualifications, but 
paradoxically this led to a more elite body. The representation of the 
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provinces in the majlis was also increased and seats were reserved for each 
of five tribes, and for one representative each from the Armenian, Nestorian, 
Zoroastrian, and Jewish communities. 1910 provided a lull in the dramatic 
events that had transpired in each of the five previous years, but ominous 
tensions arose both within the constitutionalist ranks and between the 
majlis and foreign powers. On July 15 Sayyid 'Abdullah Bihbihani, the cleric 
who had played a conspicuous role in touching off the revolution in 1905-6, 
was assassinated, and in retaliation two secular radicals were murdered on 
August 2. These events exacerbated a growing split between radicals and 
moderates in the majlis, and alienated certain ulama from the movement 
Russia kept 3,000 troops in the north while the British created controversy 
with an ultimatum (later toned down) that they would organize a security 
force in the south if order wasn't restored. Tribal unrest iso plagued the 
provinces into the fall, in part stirred up by ex-shah Muhammad 'Ali, who 
left Russia surreptitiously for Rome. 

In early 1911 Iran reached agreement on bringing in sixteen American 
financial experts under W. Morgan Shuster to organize the tax administra¬ 
tion. Shuster arrived in May and quickly gained the trust of progressives in 
the majlis with his independent stance toward Russia and Britain. By June 
he had been granted extensive powers over the budget, tax collection, and 
customs as treasurer-general of Iran. Russia soon objected however to his 
proposal to place a new treasury gendarmerie for tihe collection of taxes 
under British command. In July internal stability was shaken when Salar 
al-Daula seized Hamadan and proclaimed his brother Muhammad 'Ali as 
shah. Several days later the ex-shah himself appeared in Iran with tribal 
supporters and tadt Russian backing.^ When Ae government protested 
this violation of its 1909 protocol with England and Russia, the two powers 
replied that it was an internal Iranian affair. In August, however, Muham¬ 
mad 'All's forces were defeated by Bakhtiari and Armenian fighters. The 
next month Muhammad 'Ali took refuge on a Russian ship on Ae Caspian 
and went to Russian soil. Salar al-Daula continued to capture dries in 
September with an army of Kurds and Lurs, but was defeated twice at the 
end of the month and again in November, definitively ending the restora¬ 
tion attempt. 

A new crisis exploded in the fall however, this one caused by continued 
tensions between the reformer Shuster and the Russian government 
Clashes occiured in October between Shusteris treasury gendarmes and 
Cossacks answering to the Russian consul. Shuster's efforts to enforce tax 
collection against the elite also earned him the eiunity of powerful Iraiuan 
statesmen, including the Sipahdar and 'Ala al-Daula. At the end of Novem¬ 
ber the prime minister Samsam al-Saltana approached both the British and 
Russian legations with a proposal to use Bakhtiari forces to disband the 
majlis; both promised not to intervene if he did. The Russians then took the 
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initiative, issuing a second ultimatiim demanding the dismissal of Shuster, 
assurances that foreigners would not be hired without Anglo-Russian 
approval, and an indemnity for the costs of maintaining Russian troops in 
the north. This was unanimously rej ected by the majlis which voted instead 
to extend its two-year session then ending until the resolution of the crisis. 
Huge anti-Russian demonstrations took place in Tehran as Russian troops 
advanced toward the city. As the crisis deepened the Russians softened 
their terms slightly, though continuing to insist on Shuster's dismissal, 
while the majlis appointed a five-member commission to work with the 
cabinet, which wanted to accept the ultimatum. On December 22 this 
committee and the cabinet accepted the Russian demands. In the next three 
days the regent dissolved the majlis and sent a force to clear its b uildin gs, 
while Shuster was informed of his dismissal. 

Resistance to Russian coercion was initially widespread, but it was met 
with brutal repression. At Tabriz, forty-four leading constitutionalists were 
executed. Executions also occurred at Rasht Up to 20,000 Russian troops 
remained in northern Iran to disband anjumans, establish press censorship 
and restore landlord control over rural areas. The Sipahdar worked closely 
with them for which he was rewarded in his home area on the Caspian. The 
British did nothing to soften these measures, garrisoning the south and 
finding their own collaborators among the Bakhtiari in the central govern¬ 
ment Abrahamian notes that "National opposition to foreign intervention 
was transformed from overt resistance to covert resentmentAfter six 
tumultuous years, the Constitutional revolution was finally checkmated. 

The Causes of the Revolution 

The Constitutional revolution, like other revolutions, had multiple, com¬ 
plex causes. As chapter one argued generally, and chapter three showed 
with respect to the fall of the Safavids, these consisted of an instance of 
intertwined economic, political, and ideological crises in the Iranian social 
formation. But now we may see these crises as caused largely by the effects 
of dependence, unlike in earlier periods of Iranian social change. Most classes 
and groups in the Iranian social formation—and aU of those in the consti¬ 
tutionalist alliance—^had grievances as a result of a century of increasingly 
intense contact with the West. Thus, merchants had watched while their 
control of the export trade and some internal markets fell into Western 
hands; though a few large ones had enriched themselves through profitable 
collaboration with foreign companies or internal monopoly of a product, 
the vast majority of medium and small traders had lost much of their 
standing. Artisans had suffered the collapse of their livelihood in many 
sectors, especially the formerly central handicraft textile one, under a flood 
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of European imports. The lower urban classes and working class labored 
(when they could find work) in a setting characterized by high food prices 
and unemployment Peasants saw their standard of living inexorably de¬ 
cline as cultivation shifted from food staples to export crops and rising land 
values enmeshed them in a c as h-based relation to their landlords that 
increased their indebtedness. Tribespeople witnessed the circumscribing of 
their economic activity by the new value placed on lurban and agricultiural 
production, compoimded by diminishing political-military roles in the 
nineteenth century and the ravages of natural disasters such as drought- 
induced famines. Two key groups—^the ulama and the nascent intelligen¬ 
tsia—^increasingly conceptualized these disasters as signs that Islam itself 
was in danger or that Iran was falling prey to a more economically powerful, 
industrialized West; in either case the Qajar state and foreign powers were 
perceived as the responsible parties. Dependence was an economic process 
but one that had far-reaching political consequences, and was experienced 
and filtered through the value systems and cultural beliefs present in 
Iranian society. 

So many groups and classes had particular grievances that it was fairly 
easy to magnify a series of incidental confrontations in 1905-6 into a large 
mass movement opposed to the state. This was because the state was so 
clearly identifiable with the hated Qajar monarchy, whose legitimacy had 
steadily eroded over the course of a century, from the defeats to Russia that 
provoked the Griboyedov massacre, to the failure of reform efforts from the 
1830s to the 1880s, to the concession-mongering that touched off the Reuter 
concession agitation and the Tobacco rebellion. The emperor retained only 
the barest shreds of legitimating cloth by the turn of the twentieth century. 
The crisis of the state was certainly political (weakness versus the West, 
repression and autocracy internally), economic (dependence on loans and 
foreign trade, loss of control over the customs, etc.), and finally ideological 
(the mass perception that the state had failed to protect either the nation's 
interests or its Islamic identity). 

Crucially, too, the world-system situation in 1905 was one of special 
opportunity for the embryonic revolutionary alliance. Russia, which had 
gained the upper hand in the long struggle with Britain for pre-eminent 
control in Iran's affairs, was just at that moment weakened and distracted 
by its own internal and external crises (the 1905 revolution, the war with 
Japan). Britain, which had played the opposite role in 1890-92, could now 
side with the groups that might erode the Russians' supremacy—the mer¬ 
chants and oppositional ulama—and moreover, possessed the added ideo¬ 
logical cachet of being a constitutional state itself. Thus, while top British 
foreign policy makers such as Grey may have been nearly as imperialistic 
in Iran as Russia (though admittedly with an eye more on India than Iran's 
value to them per se), the man on the spot in Tehran, Grant Dirff, offered 



Reform, Rebellion, Revolution, Coup 


177 


the bastis asylum and support at ttie British Legation in the critical months 
of July and August 1906. At that point, with the whole capital paralyzed by 
a general economic strike and Ae exodus of the religious authorities to 
Qum, the tiny Iranian intelligentsia scored one of its greatest victories by 
raising the stakes of the movement to demand a constitution and a nation^ 
assembly. With 14,000 merchants and artisans opposed to it, with the ulama 
in symbolic defiance withdrawn from the scene, and with its own small 
army wavering in its support, the Qajar state caved in precipitously and the 
revolution marked moments of triumph: the August 5, 1906 grant of an 
assembly and the December 30,1906 signing of the Fundamental Law which 
the assembly produced in the fall. Iran was in transition from despotic state 
to constitutional monarchy. These elements of an explanation, Aen, refer 
back to the broad framework of social change adumbrated in diagram 1.3 of 
chapter one:®* Dependent development results from the interplay of exter¬ 
nal world pressures with internal modes of production, altering social 
structure. The actions of a repressive state that anchor this new structure 
may be challenged by political cultures of opposition to the process. The 
result under favorable circumstances such as the distraction of Russia in 
1905 and the extra hardship caused by further economic dislocation after 
1900 was a broad-based movement for social change. 

Social Forces in the Constitutional Revolution 

Quite interesting and complex debates exist regarding the nature of the 
Constitutional revolution and the social forces that contended in it. The 
standard interpretations for many years in both the basic works of Iranian 
historians such as Kasravi, Kirmani, andMalikzadeh, and Western accounts 
from Sykes onward stressed the role of ideas, especially Western concepts 
of constitutionalism and nationalism. This view highlights the role of 
intellectuals in the revolution. Orthodox Marxists, both Iranian and Soviet, 
by contrast, have generally interpreted the events as a bourgeois revolution 
led by a merchant class blocked in its aspirations for democracy by landed 
classes and imperial powers. These positions, paradoxically, are not in¬ 
compatible if one considers the intelligentsia's ideas as representing the 
Iranian boiurgeoisie.®^ 

More recently historians of several perspectives have constructed more 
complex explanations. The works of Keddie and Lambton, outside the 
Marxist tradition, correctly identify the several classes in alliance in the 
revolution, though more in empirical fashion than with an underlying 
theoretical model. Closer to the Marxist perspective, Abrahamian argues 
that the key social forces were two "middle classes"—a traditional bazaar- 
centered one which he terms "the propertied middle class" including mer- 
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chants, artisans, and ulama, and amodem intelligentsia, with the former far 
more powerful. Afshari radicalizes this position by stressing that the core 
of the movement was made up of the pishivaran—artisans, traders, small 
shopkeepers.^ This is an advance in that it breaks down Abrahamian's 
"propertied middle class" into its constituent elements, not all of whom had 
similar interests or outlooks. Recent important revisionist work has high¬ 
lighted the ambiguous role played by the ulama in shaping public opin¬ 
ion.®^ 

If we examine the actions of each class or group in the Constitutional 
revolution we find that it was fought above aU by the artisans and intelli¬ 
gentsia, against the court, foreign powers and landlords, and that the 
merchants were divided and ultimately wavered, as did the ulama, many of 
whom gradually went into opposition to the movement The tribal chiefs 
fought on both sides, as did probably the urban marginal classes. Peasants 
and tribespeople were largely not involved, although some peasants were 
and some trib^ armies were engaged on either side. The working class gave 
its support to the revolution but was numerically limited in impact So, 
rather than a bourgeois revolution, it was more of a popular, democratic, 
mass urban movement fought by a pre-capitalist class in decline (the arti¬ 
sans) and two small capitalist classes in formation (the intelligentsia and 
working class), and led by two classes or groups that were divided (ulama 
and merchants). Notable also is the substantial participation of women and 
the regional location and ethnic identity of particularly radical currents in 
the Azaii Turkish-speaking northwestern province of Azarbaijan, as well as 
the local Persian dialect areas of the Caspian. The revolution thus reposed 
on a mixed alliance in terms of classes and their constituent modes of 
production. This coalition may be termed an turban, multi-class, populist 
alliance. The line-up of social forces then consists of a constitutionalist 
alliance (artisans, intelligentsia, and workers, and some merchants, ulama, 
and marginalized urban classes), the royalist social base (the court and its 
retainers and some of the ulama, tribes, and marginalized urban classes), the 
less involved peasant and tribal masses, and foreign powers. 

Iran's merchants played an important role in launching the Constitu¬ 
tional revolution—they were prominent at the three basts of 1905-6 and in 
the first majlis. Dissatisfied with the bankruptcy of the Qajar state, desirous 
of security of property, many of them also had grievances with foreign 
capital's advantageous tariff rates and domination of banking, though some 
(the "comprador" fraction in the impoil/export business) had profitable 
relations with foreign trading firms. Merchants were particularly active at 
Tabriz, helping organize and fund the Tabriz resistance, while those abroad, 
especially at Istanbul, also supported the movement Their political non¬ 
representation propelled them into the movement, but their elite economic 
status ultimately caused many to feel threatened by it, both as landowners 
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and as businessmen. Smaller-scale merchants probably tended to support 
the revolution longer, though some must have followed the ulama out of 
the movement and others were alienated by the continued political and 
economic instability. Larger merchants and those tied to foreign capital 
probably went into opposition sooner and more forcefully. On the eve of 
the coup in 1911 the German ambassador in Tehran wrote: "At the bottom 
of their hearts the great landowners of the country, the clergy, the wealthier 
businessmen, are aU sick and tired of the ruling parliamentary demagogy."®^ 
Iran's merchants, then, should be seen as a class divided in its sympathies, 
which ultimately withdrew much of its early support for the revolution. 

Artisans, craftspersons, apprentices, sm^ shopkeepers—all known as 
the pishivaran—and the nascent urban working class provided the mass 
backbone of the revolution. From the huge Tehran bast of 1906 to the futile 
resistance to the Russians at Tabriz in 1911, artisans were in the forefront of 
the movement. They closed their shops, joined anjumans, faced armed 
troops, and composed constitutionalist crowds. The reasons for their par¬ 
ticipation are not far to seek: the massive erosion of craft jobs under the 
flood of European imports. Kirmani in fact judges the textile guild "the most 
revolutionaiy group" after religious students in the July 1906 confronta¬ 
tions with the army;^^ textile workers had been the most decimated craft in 
the nineteenth century. At the Legation bast, each guild, "even the cobblers, 
walnut sellers, and tinkers," had a tent.^ Tehran's 105 guilds were given 
thirty-two seats in the first majlis, to the merchants' ten. Sellers of books, 
lamps, rubble, and watchmakers made many speeches in the first majlis, 
ranging themselves with the progressives. Sattar Khan, a horse-dealer, and 
Baqir Khan, a stone mason, led the Tabriz armed resistance which relied on 
the artisans and shopkeepers for its mass base in the mujahidin units. After 
the 1909 restoration of the constitution, however, the guilds were effec¬ 
tively barred from representation as such in the assembly and this undoubt¬ 
edly imdermined the militancy of the second majlis. Nevertheless, in the 
repression at Tabriz in 1911-12, eighteen out of thirty-five Tabrizis executed 
were artisans and shopkeepers.^ For the most part then, the artisans did 
not waver, but rather were cut out of the new coalition of tribal leaders and 
other elite elements that gained the upper hand in the movement's last 
stages. 

Iran's small working class also embraced the revolution enthusiastically, 
engaging in a vast number of strike activities from 1906 to 1910 and organ¬ 
izing in Iran's first trade unions. Fishermen in the Russian-owned Caspian 
fisheries, dockers and boatmen at Anzali, Tehran's printers and telegra¬ 
phers, and Tabriz tannery workers conducted vigorous strikes. The first two 
groups were exposed to social-democratic ideas emanating from the Rus¬ 
sian Caucasus, while the printers shared the radical intellectuals' milieu at 
the newspapers.^^ The early labor movement rose and fell with the Consti- 
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tutional revolution and was crushed in 1911 by the Russian intervention. It 
may be concluded that the working class itself, stiU quite small numerically 
in this period, largely supported the revolution but was limited by its size 
from playing as decisive a role as the artisans, ulama, and merchants. 

Abrahamian has made a strong case that the lower classes were generally 
monarchist, easily manipulated against the revolution by the upper classes. 
Their presence has been documented at the attempted anti-majlis coup of 
December 1907, where lutis, "hired ruffians," and "unskilled workers and 
the poorest of the poor from the Tehran bazaar" were mobilized for several 
days, and likewise in the shah's successful coup of June 1908.^^ In the civil 
war at Tabriz in 1908, the royalists c am e from the poorer districts of Davachi 
and Sarkhab, "crowded with dyers, weavers, coolies, laborers, muleteers, 
and the xmemployed."^* The high price of bread was an issue whether the 
government was constitutional or despotic, as far as the poor were con¬ 
cerned. It is also plausible that the urban marginal classes accorded tradi¬ 
tional respect both to the monarch and to their local ulama, who could 
mobilize them when necessary. In the July 1906 events however Browne 
records the actions of "tradesmen, artisans, and people of yet humbler 
rank," while "humble trades-folk," presumably just above the poorest of the 
poor, defended as well as attacked the majlis in December 1907.^^ Sattar 
Khan, the hero of the Tabriz resistance, was himself a luti as well as a 
horse-dealer, and his second-in-command, Baqir Khan, was also a luti; 
though both served as kadkhudas in their districts, they were certainly not 
well-to-do.^*’ The urban underclass, then, had a variety of reactions to the 
constitutional movement: Passive support, active participation, and indif¬ 
ference were all possible in addition to the counter-revolutionary role that 
Abrahamian ascribes to what well may have been a minority, albeit a 
significant one. They could be mobilized out of religious convictions to 
support either side and their economic plight gave them both some cause 
to support the popular forces and yet made them susceptible to offers of 
food and money from the direction of the court 

Women engaged in a remarkable array of activities, nearly aU in favor of 
the constitution^ movement Their presence has been recorded at most of 
the key events, including the Tehran basts of 1905-6, the Tabriz demonstra¬ 
tions that secured the constitution, and the December 1911 resistance. 
Exclusion from the vote did not deter their participation in political and 
other forms of education such as the establishment of schools and newspa¬ 
pers. Women formed their own anjumans, by the dozens, according to 
Shuster, "with a central organization by which they were controlled." 
Pro-constitutional actions ranged from selling their jewelry to raise money 
for the proposed national bank, to giving fiery speeches, to actual fighting 
in the ranks of the national volunteers. One source records a battle fought 
in Azarbaij an after which it was found that twenty of the dead were women 
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dressed as men. A woman also assassinated a royalist muUa speaking to the 
crowd at Tupkhana Square just before the 1908 coup and was "immediately 
arrested and put to death on the spot"^^ Three hundred women, some of 
them armed, descended on the majlis during the December 1911 crisis and 
urged resistance against the Russians. All the evidence adds up to a picture 
of d)mamic activism by tuban women, presumably cutting across class lines 
but concentrated especially in the bazaar, the middle, and upper-middle 
classes. 

Iran's intelligentsia and ulama were active in leading the movement A 
nascent intelligentsia of newspaper editors and joiumalists, poets and trans¬ 
lators, educators and professionals, and some biureaucrats, made numerous 
contributions. The bidk of this group wholeheartedly backed the constitu¬ 
tional movement, providing most of its leading ideas and staffing its insti¬ 
tutions. Intellectuals like Sani' al-Daula and his brothers were instrumental 
in drawing up the regulations for the majlis and serving in the assembly 
and to a lesser extent, in some of the first constitutional cabinets. Others 
participated in the anjumans and early political parties, providing leader¬ 
ship and knowledge about constitutional, nationalist, and social-demo¬ 
cratic ideas. It was "certain more or less Europeanized Persians of the 
educated official class" who fatefully changed the demand at the Legation 
bast from a House of Justice to a Constituent National Assembly.^^ Others 
were organizers of the Tabriz resistance, including 'Ali "Monsieur," so- 
named for his knowledge of French and study of the French revolution. The 
only part of the intelligentsia in the royalist ranks were some of the high 
civil servants tied by family, culture, and service to the court Even here, 
while some worked in the conservative party of the majlis and served in the 
cabinet, others supported the constitutional movement The intelligentsia, 
taken as a whole, threw its weight behind the revolution, standing to gain 
from the constitutional freedoms of assembly, press, education, and partic¬ 
ipation in the institutions thereby won—^the majlis, anjiunans, schools, and 
newspapers. 

The role played by the ulama was complex, contradictory, and shifting, 
which has led to conflicting interpretations. According to Browne they 
were constitutionalist and to Algar they were anti-shah, while Aqomand 
argues that though they may have started with these orientations, many 
ended up anti-constitutional and pro-shah. The best way to reconcile these 
positions is to note the different factions, periods, and salient issues (the 
shah, foreigners) within the ulama. Many—^perhaps most—of the ulama, 
from the leading mujtahids to lesser clerics to the young seminaiy stu¬ 
dents—^were at some point on the side of the revolution. Ulama had both 
ideological and material motivations to support the movement, especially 
in its early stages. It will be recalled that pensions had gone impaid for three 
years by 1905-6. As Algar has shown the ulama of Qajar Iran had for several 
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generations opposed the state on a variety of popular issues, especially the 
threat posed by foreign penetration of society; Arjomand notes that many 
constitutionalist ulama felt the majlis and constitution would further this 
cause7^ The somewhat opportunistic 'AbduUah Bihbihani and the more 
smcerely populist Muhammad Tabatabai took leading roles in the three 
basts of 1905-6. Popular preachers, often Babi sympathizers such as Malik 
al-Mutak allimin and Sayyid Jamal al-Din Isfahan!, were active in anjumans 
and very adept at mobilizing crowds into action; Sayyid Jamal al-Din in 
particular "had an enormous influence with the 'kuliih-namadfs,' or felt- 
capped artisans and humble folk of the bdzdrs, to whom he spoke in graphic 
and forceful language which they could understand, and who loved him 
accordingly."^^ Both he and Malik al-Muta kallimin were executed by the 
shah after the 1908 coup. In the provinces, two constitutionalist mujtahids 
were tortured and killed by the brutal royalist governor of Maragheh in 
1906, ulama led protests in Mashhad and Isfahan in late 1908, and some 
joined in the actual fighting in the Tabriz resistance. In Najaf, three of the 
four leading mujtahids were constitutionalist; in 1908 they effectively ex¬ 
communicated the shah in a telegram, charging "that his 'conduct wounds 
the heart of the believer and is an offense against the absent These 

top-ranking ulama would remain in the constitutionalist ranks through 
1911. 

By 1907 however an anti-constitutional current led by Shaikh FazluUah 
Nuri had launched a traditionalist, anti-parliamentary movement to defend 
Islam. Three hundred Tehran ulama took bast to protest provisions of the 
constitution and its supplement such as the equality of all religious groups 
and the extensive jurisdiction of the secular courts (even the constitution¬ 
alist ulama were uneasy at these provisions, and became somewhat more 
passive in their support). They formed their own anjuman and joined with 
Muhammad 'Ali against the majlis. Some, such as the Friday prayer leader 
of Tehran, had ties of wealth and family to the court; some could be bribed. 
Others wanted to protect their judicial prerogatives, while still others had 
material interests as landlords to make common cause with the shah. Nuri 
himself seems to have been motivated largely out of j ealousy for Bihbihani 
and Tabatabai to whom he considered himself superior in learning. The 
defense of Islam endangered by "reprehensible innovation" (the following 
of Westem constitutional ideas) provided an ideological motivation as well. 
A number of mujtahids and clerics—^Arjomand says "the great majority of 
the middle- and high-ranking —^were won over to Nuri's position 

in 1908, and they in turn caused some members of the bazaar to waver in 
their support, providing the shah abase for his Jime coup. Nuri thus became 
openly pro-monarchy in 1908, excommunicating all journalists and the 
constitutionalist maraja' of Najaf. As the revolution's forces regathered 
strength in 1909 however, many of Nuri's followers began to distance 
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themselves from him, and after the deposition of the shah in July, most 
quietly withdrew from politics, while Nun himself was hanged. The ulama 
as a whole seemed discouraged from participating to as great an extent as 
before and the constitutionalist ones who did tended to the conservative 
side in the majlis, especially after a secular radical assassinated Bihbihani in 
August 1910. Thus the ulama, who had been instrumental in witming the 
battles of 1905-6, thereafter split, aligning on both sides from 1907 to 1909 
and becoming less of a factor on either side in the last two years of the 
struggle. 

The two dominated classes of tribespeople and peasants had at best 
auxiliary parts in the revolution, isolated geographically and by their modes 
of production, while their corresponding elites—^landlords and tribal 
chiefs—^were far more active. Iran's tribes and their chiefly khans played a 
variety of roles in the period 1905-11: Many of them were uninvolved, while 
others used the revolution to make local inroads through pillage or to take 
a larger share in the local surplus, and a few of them vied for real power, 
either on a provincial or even the national level. The first two of these 
possible roles were not political in any real sense; those who pillaged and 
raided merely took advantage of the unsettled conditions provided by the 
revolution. This type of activity was prevalent m Baluchistan, Kurdistan, 
and Luristan, among other places. Even on the provincial and national level 
the tribes were basically following their chiefs in a quest for the political 
power and enhanced prestige that might accrue from backing one side or 
the other. Sometimes tiiey claimed to support the revolution while seeking 
local independence, sometimes they were manipulated by royalist gover¬ 
nors.^ The central government was often powerless to restore order in 
these areas. On the national level, Muhammad 'Ali used Ttukomans, Kurds, 
Shahsavans, and others against the constitutionalists at Tabriz and after his 
fall from power relied on tribal forces for his attempted restoration. These 
tribal armies were traditionally motivated by the promise of booty and 
plunder; Liakhov told the troops departing for file siege of Tabriz in 
October, 1908, "Whatever wealth is contained within the walls of Tabriz, all 
shall be yours."^® On the other side the Bakhtiari of the Isfahan area 
achieved national prominence in 1909 by fighting to restore the constitu¬ 
tion. Their leaders were motivated in a few cases by genuine liberal views, 
but also by alliances with the British seeking to weaken Russian influence, 
and materially by the loss of revenues from the disrupted trade in their 
areas. The confused images that inspired the ordinary tribesman to partic¬ 
ipate in this xmdertaking have been suggested by Bausani: "It is even said 
that, in order to persuade the Bakhtiari to fight for the constitution 
QAashrutit), they were told that this mysterious Mashruti was a venerable 
old man, who was a saint and a close Mend of the shah."'^^ Meanwhile the 
dominance of the Bakhtiari chiefs in the govenunent after 1909 activated 
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the opposition of other tribes in the provinces, especially Pars. Once again 
tribal rivalries and struggles for power took precedence over abstract issues 
such as constitutionalism versus despotism. The British used the resulting 
insecuiily to intervene in southern politics in 1910-11.*® To sum up, the 
tribes, while not deeply motivated to fight on one side more than the other, 
played a destabilizing role overall in the events of 1905-11, contributing to 
the internal problems that created the climate for intervention and counter¬ 
revolution. 

Peasants are generally held to have been uninvolved in the Constitu¬ 
tional revolution.*^ Certain radical actions were however carried out by 
peasants in the course of the conflict These included expulsion of overseers 
and tax collectors from several villages in 1905, the organization of a few 
rural anjumans which levied their own taxes, and the refusal to pay rents 
and seizing of landlords' storehouses in certain northern districts.*^ Peas¬ 
ants around Tabriz sometimes resisted the royalist tribes thatwere ravaging 
the countryside in 1908. Only in Gilan was there an actual peasant move¬ 
ment Some peasants attacked and drove off their landlords and burned 
their houses. Concerned landlords telegraphed the majlis that the peasants 
thought "Mashrutiyat" (constitutional rule) meant complete freedom. Peas¬ 
ant rebels were sometimes aided by social democrats and radical artisans, 
but the local anjumans and national majlis put the brakes on the movement 
and insisted that taxes be paid.** The abolition of tiyuls in 1907 benefitted 
some peasants, but in reality it meant only that the state now collected taxes, 
rather than tiyuldars. Abrahamian, in fact, has gathered evidence that some 
peasants, especially near cities, were persuaded by the ulama to oppose the 
revolution, while others may also, as in the past, have been coerced by their 
landlords with the same result*^ Overall, the lack of articulation of 
peasants' interests on the national level and the difficulties of organizing 
peasants across isolated villages in most parts of the country did keep the 
role of the peasantry as a class from escalating beyond the scattered actions 
mentioned here. Thus the accepted interpretation of "peasant noninvolve¬ 
ment," while it must be emphatically qualified to include the radical local 
events that did occur, is sustainable on the level of national politics. 

The backbone of the anti-constitutionalist alliance came, naturally 
enough, from the Qajar royal family, courtiers, ministers, and key institu¬ 
tions, notably the army. The very existence of a constitution, with its limits 
on the legislative power of the monarch, materially and ideologically un¬ 
dermined the position of the Qajars. Muhammad '^i at first refused to sign 
the Supplementary Fundamental Laws in 1907, expressing his preference 
for a German-type constitution. When this failed he organized an armed 
opposition to the majlis, mobilizing royalist crowds at Tupkhana Square in 
December 1907, whose base was among his owns retainers and the remnants 
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of the state-controlled royal workshops—^"the thousands employed in the 
royal palace with its extensive gardens, stables, kitchens, storehouses, ar¬ 
mories, and workshops."®^ At the apex of the state were the governors, often 
Qajar princes, and all those who lived from its pensions, some 2,000 court¬ 
iers who saw their means of livelihood circumscribed by the majlis's budget 
cutting. The shah also drew support from conservative ulama such as Nuri 
and the urban classes they could mobilize. And finally, standing behind the 
shah was the Russian-officered Cossack Brigade and indeed, formal Russian 
diplomatic and military "aid": "Muhammad 'All Sh^ ... was commonly 
reported to have declared that he would rather be a Russian vassal with 
autocratic powers over his own people than the constitutional ruler of a free 
and independent nation."®® 

The state's greatest allies in the Constitutional revolution were the 
landed class and "notables" generally. When the majlis abolished the tiyul 
land-revenue grant in 1907, it alienated completely the landed elite of Iran 
by legally undermining its right to a portion of the agricultural surplus. 
Individual members of this class staffed the court's high bureaucracy and 
its cabinets. Qaj ars and government officials, many of whom were landown¬ 
ers, constituted 27 to 40 percent of the first majMs.®^ After 1909 landlords 
even appeared among the constitutionalist leadership, most notably in the 
person of the Sipahdar, who served as minister of war and then prime 
minister, severely diluting the radical potential of the movement The 
proportion of landowners, tribal leaders, and the Qajar landed bureaucracy 
in the second majlis may have been as high as 83 percent®® The replacement 
of the guild artisans and oppositional ulamaby these groups further sapped 
the momentum of the constitutionalist cause. Finally, Qaj ars and other 
landed magnates retained most of the provincial governorships throughout 
the 1905-11 period. In more isolated provincial settings die revolution 
penetrated only obscurely and conservative elites were able to run things 
much as before by ignoring the constitution and majlis and dampening the 
spread of institutions such as anjumans and independent newspapers. 

There were two powerful external actors in the Iranian Constitutional 
revolution. Of these, England played the subordinate role. Its support of 
the movement was at best ambiguous and at worst veered into outright 
hostility. Its most positive actions came early, as in its facilitation of the 1906 
general strike that led to the grant of the constitution.®^ Whenever the 
revolution turned in a more radical direction British support and "neutral¬ 
ity" melted away and no objections were registered to aggressive Russian 
interventions. Browne suggests that many Iranians felt "that Great Britain's 
real object was to prevent the spread of constitutional ideas in Asia, for fear 
of the influence they might exert on India and Egypt; to keep Persia weak 
and distracted; and to maintain in their present deserted and depopulated 
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condition those provinces of Persia (Kirm^ and Sistan) which lay nearest 
to her Indian frontier."^ The material interests of Britain in Iran itself—^its 
trade relations, the valuable (after 1908) southern oil fields, the loans—^were 
definitively protected by the 1907 Agreement, a sort of "historic compro¬ 
mise" in Asia, in which Britain sought to safeguard its imperial possessions 
in India in exchange for allowing Russia a freer hand in northern Iran, the 
main locus of the revolution. With this document England signalled the end 
of serious support for the constitutional movement or opposition to Russia's 
counter-revolutionary plans. 

Russia was plainly hostile throughout the constitutional movement, 
although its hands were tied during the crucial 1905-6 events by its prob¬ 
lems internally and with Japan, and this contributed to the early success of 
the revolution, just as its massive intervention in 1911 basically sealed the 
failure of the movement. Russia's impact on the coiurse of events rose with 
the 1907 coronation of Muhammad 'Ali, who owed its bank some 300,000 
pounds sterling. Its diplomats supported his 1908 coup and tried to save 
him a year later, while Russian officers under Liakhov commanded the 
Iranian Cossack Brigade on which his rule depended. Browne produces 
possible evidence of official Russian planning and support in the shah's 
1908 disbanding of the majlis. The Russian government formally denied that 
Liakhov acted with its "orders, knowledge or approval."^^ hit April 1909 
Russian troops intervened directly in the siege of Tabriz and while their 
presence ended the starvation there and prevented the shah's tribal forces 
from sacking the bazaar, its occupation was generally to the advantage of 
Muhammad 'Ali. The 1909 restoration of the constitution was as much an 
anti-Russian as an anti-shah movement, since Muhammad 'Ali was correctly 
perceived as a virtual Russian puppet and Russian troops were occupying 
Azarbaijan. After this the Russians quietly supported Muhammad 'Ali's 
military campaign to return to the throne in 1911; there was allegedly an 
agreement whereby in case of success he would have ceded the rich terri¬ 
tories of Azarbaijan and the Caspian coast to Russia.^^ When this failed, as 
well as the Bakhtiaii-led coup that was rumored to be planned for late 
November, the Russians used diplomacy and armed forces to bring about 
the dismissal of the reformer Shuster, the dissolution of the majhs, and the 
end of the revolution. 

Organizations, Ideologies, Popular Culture 

Keys to the tentative alliances that formed and coalesced, or ultimately 
failed to do so during the Constitutional revolution can be foimd in the 
organizations that emerged, the ideologies articulated and the popular 
cultures that flourished in the course of the struggle. This period witnessed 
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the proliferation of a variety of organizations which had not existed before 
in Iranian society, including the trade unions already discussed, the an- 
jtunans, the first political parties, and the armed units known as muj ahidin. 
The term "anjuman," meaning association or society, has three referents: 
pre-revolutionary secret societies whose purpose was to discuss the politi¬ 
cal and social problems of Iran, the municipal and provincial councils 
provided for in the 1906 constitution to supervise local affairs, and the 
unofficial societies that formed all over the country with various political 
orientations and purposes.^^ The Tehran Secret Society (Anjuman-i 
Makhfi), with its traditional religious and bazaari members, was influential 
early in the revolution through its contacts with Bihbihani and Tabatabai, 
the two clerical leaders. The Tabriz Secret Center (Markaz-i Ghaybi) was 
formed by twelve "young radicals" among whom were merchants, artisans, 
and intellectuals. It had close ties with the Social Democratic Party of Iran 
whose program it distributed. The Secret Center constituted the radical 
wing of the larger Tabriz provincial or "national" anjuman, which admin¬ 
istered the city during the resistance to the 1908 coup and the ensuing 
blockade. Consisting of merchants, artisans, ulama, and intellectuals, this 
anjuman assumed responsibility for defense and internal security, ran the 
schools, put out a newspaper, repaired the bazaar, established contact with 
the foreign consulates, and operated bakeries that provided bread for the 
armed volunteers and their families.^^ 

A second type of organization related in some cases to the anjuman 
movementwas the armed volunteer units known as the mujahidin (literally, 
"those who strive for jihad"). Their first major action was the defense of the 
majlis building in December 1907 which was conducted by armed members 
of the Tehran anjumans. When the resistance shifted to Tabriz after the Jime 
coup, the ranks of the mujahidin, led by Sattar Khan and Baqir Khan, 
swelled with "the poorest and most downtrodden elements of the pishevaran 
population."^® These artisans and small tradesfolk were organized under a 
commander in units of twenty to twenty-five and expressly ordered not to 
extort a penny from anyone. Social democrats in the Caucasus also sent one 
himdred volunteers to Tabriz. These units fought with considerable 61an 
and achieved conspicuous successes against the shah's forces before suc¬ 
cumbing to the starvation induced by the long blockade of the dty. 
Mujahidin forces then spearheaded the nationalist army that took Rasht, 
placed itself under the Sipahdar, and together with the Bakhtiari restored 
the constitution in July 1909. Unfortunately, in one of the more confusing 
episodes of the revolution, disaffected imits of Sattar Khan's Tabriz Revo¬ 
lutionary Army refused to disband thereafter, and had to be forcibly dis¬ 
armed in August 1910 by the Tehran police, now headed by Yifrim Khan, a 
former officer in the Rasht volunteers. Thereafter the defense of the revo- 
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lution fell largely to the government's own troops, some of whom undoubt¬ 
edly had been incorporated from the mujahidin units, and while these 
successfully contained the ex-shah's tribal forces in 1911 they were not able 
to withstand the Russian occupation. Without the efforts of the mujahidin 
and fida'is ("those who sacrifice themselves") however, the revolution 
would have ended in 1908 with Muhammad 'Ali as shah. 

The final set of new institutions that appeared in Iran in this period were 
its first political parties, in most cases loose associations of individuals in 
the second majlis, but also somewhat more organized extra-parliamentary 
groups such as the social democrats. The Tabriz Social Democrats, starting 
with thirty members, organized in the bazaar districts, among the Arme¬ 
nians (who had their own socialist Dashnak party), and in the tannery there. 
Eventually there were said to be social democratic branches in Tabriz, 
Mashhad, Tehran, Khui, Isfahan, and Anzali/Rasht. Meanwhile repression 
in Russia in 1907 prompted a number of Iranian and Russian Azarbaijanis 
to move to northern Iran and work for the Constitutional revolution. After 
1909 the Social Democrats of Baku ordered their members to dissolve their 
branches in Iran and join the new Democrat Party. It is difficult to judge the 
overall impact of these early socialists on the Constitutional revolution; as 
Lambton and Floor argue, it was not major, but neither was it insignificant 
in that they inaugurated the propagation of socialist ideas and groups in 
Iran. An American consular report states: "Members of these [socialist and 
anarchist] clubs were the backbone of the July [1909] revolution and they 
are spreading their ideas and their system among the Persians."^^ 

Other parties eventually emerged from within the majlis. As it defined 
the major issues facing it, royalist, moderate, and progressive wings took 
shape in the first majlis, mostly personalized associations with loose orga¬ 
nization and no real ideology. In 1907 and 1908 there was a great deal of 
cooperation: The progressives knew they needed the influence of the ulama 
and bazaar classes, while the latter were compelled to follow the popular 
movement. By early 1908 however the three factions were mutually hostile 
and the effectiveness of the majlis ground to a halt as Mu hammad 'Ali 
prepared his coup and the popidar initiative was taken by the anjumans. 
The second majlis (1909-11) was more conservative in social composition: 
Mehrain has it as 83 percent landowners, Qajar landed bureaucrats, and 
tribal chiefs, 12 percent ulama and bazaar classes, and 5 percent intelligen¬ 
tsia.^^ This time two parties emerged, more formally than in the first majlis. 
The Moderate Party (Firqah-i 'Itidal) generally got two-thirds of the votes 
or more, while the Democrat Party (Firqah-i Dimukrat) was the minority. 
The smaller Democrat Party had twenty-seven delegates and these included 
eight civil servants, five joiunalists, five ulama, one doctor, and one land- 
owner. Their program emphasized equality before the law, separation of 
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religion and politics, free education with emphasis on women, progressive 
taxation, land distribution, industrialization, and a ten hour limit on the 
working day. Articles in their paper Iran-i Nau (New Iran) identified the 
enemies as oriental despotism, the feudal ruling class, and Western im¬ 
perialism. The Moderate Party was led by Bihbihani, Tabatabai, the 
Sipahdar, and a constitutionalist Qajar prince, and its fifty-three deputies 
included thirteen ulama, ten landlords, ten civil servants, nine merchants, 
and three tribal chiefs. Its program reflected these more conservative social 
bases, calling for strengthening constitutional monarchy, upholding the 
shari'a, protecting family life and private property, assisting the middle 
class in the bazaar, "instilling 'a cooperative attitude' among the masses 
through religious education . . . and defending society against the 
'terrorism' of the anarchists, the 'atheism' of the Democrats, and the 
'materialism' of the Marxists."^* It acquired to some extent a popular base 
in the bazaar, a fact which portended a key shift in the politick sympathies 
of the bazaar merchants and artisans. The fact that the Moderates had a clear 
majority in the second majlis imdoubtedly slowed down the momentiun of 
the revolution and ultimately limited the resistance of the majlis to the 
Russian ultimatum of 1911. 

Ideological developments took two primary forms in the Constitutional 
revolution—secular and religious, with some overlap in themes, but in the 
end rather more serious divergences in conception and aims. The intelligen¬ 
tsia, as we have defined it, was the naturd originator of secular ideas, 
including those of a majlis and constitution, hfflani, who has tried to 
characterize the core principles of the new ideologies, lists the need for law, 
a call for equality, the rights of the individual, freedom of trade and 
corrunerce, and a modem, critical education based on scientific, religious, 
and literary enlightenment. These ideas were worked out in the late nine¬ 
teenth century by writers and j oumalists such as Akhundzadeh, Mirza Aqa 
Khan Kirmani, Taliboff, Maragha'i, MalkamKhan, Muntashar al-Daula, and 
others.^ By 1905 these aspirations had grown into the demand for a House 
of Justice and then in 1906 a National Assembly and a Constitution, the two 
great demands of the intelligentsia that were achieved in the early part of 
the revolution. Egalitarianism was logically an element of this, taking 
several forms—equality among all subjects (and the equality this implied 
among the religious communities), and in some cases calls for equality 
between the sexes. Other core values addressed the need to extricate Iran 
from its political and economic dependence on the West (though somewhat 
paradoxically by making use of Western ideas). Thus Akhundzadeh stated 
that the central concern of his work was "the protection of vatan [the 
fatherland] from foreign encroachment"^*^ In January 1906 after the second 
bast, the ciy "Long Live the Iranian Nation!" was heard for the first time.^**^ 
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Nationalism meant the simultaneous assertion of Iran's rights vis-i-vis the 
West and the people's rights vis-a-vis the state. Another area where nation¬ 
alism connected foreign and internal problems was in the demand for "free 
trade" in Iran, associated with ideas of equality and progress. The develop¬ 
ment of Iran's own productive forces would strike a blow against foreign 
domination and provide opportunities for its merchants, craftspeople, and 
workers. This linked a progressive section of the merchant class with the 
aspirations of those below it in the bazaar, albeit with somewhat blurred 
political implications. Finally, modem, secular education was espoused as 
a way to meet the challenge of the West Malkam Khan wrote, "Our hopes 
are entirely upon science," while Maragha'i criticized Iran's lack of technical 
schools. In some writers a corollary to the enlightenment ideal was 
criticism of "superstition," verging on anti-clericalism in Akhundzadeh, 
Mirza Aqa Khan Kirmani, and Dihkhuda. Even Afghani, who tried to 
reconcile Islam and modem science, blamed the ulama for "The min and 
cormption we have experienced."^*^ This suggests one line of tension 
between secular and religious ideologies in the period. 

Ideological development within a religious framework was split on the 
issues raised by the revolution, just as the ulama themselves were. The 
constitutionalist mujtahids of Iran and the shrine cities in Iraq agitated 
against the tyranny of the shah as well as his reliance on outside powers. 
There was a different emphasis here than with the secular ideologists who 
opposed the same evils, for they were filtered through fundamentally 
different views of the world: "Arbitrary rule" was seen in terms of the shah's 
authority versus that of the mujtahids and the state's law versus the shari'a, 
while foreign interference was a question of infidels in the abode of Islam 
rather than imperialism per se. In die early stages of the revolution however 
there was a marked congmence between secular and religious ideologies 
in support of constitutionalism. Most of the ulama saw the events of 1905-6 
as an attempt to enforce the Islamic shari'a. The second article of the 
Supplementary Fundamental Laws stated that legislation must be in accord 
with Islam and a committee of at least five mujtahids was to determine 
whether it was, a clause which though never implemented, was more or less 
satisfactory to the pro-constitutional ulama. These ulama felt that constitu¬ 
tionalism was permitted by Islam, issuing a circular letter in 1909 or 1910 
calling on the people to defend the majlis and the ideas of freedom and 
justice. 1*^ Opposed to these conceptions were those ulama Arjomand has 
termed the "traditionalist," anti-parliamentary ulama, led by Nuri in Tehran 
and Sayyid Kazim Yazdi in Iraq. Nuri considered the proposed constitution 
bid'at —a "reprehensible innovation," actually opposed to Islam. Nun's 
objections to the meaning and content of constitutionalism as it emerged in 
the revolution were several; 
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'the inauguration of the customs and practices of the r ealm s of infidelit)^, the 
intention to tcimper with the Sacred Law which is said to belong to 1300 years 
ago and not to be in accordcince with the requirements of the modem age, the 
ridiculing of the Moslems and insults directed at the 'ulama, the equal rights 
of irationalities and religions, spread of prostitution, and the freedom of the 
press which is 'contrary to our Sacred Law'.^*^® 

He ultimately considered the constitution a direct threat to Islamic law and 
the privileged position of the Muslim community in Iran. The majlis, ac¬ 
cused of being led by atheists, freethinkers, and Babis, was deemed by Ntrri 
a group of supporters of the West, beguiling "the masses who are more 
benighted than cattle."^^ Nuri's alternative was variously a mashruteh-i 
mashru'a —a constitution in accordance with the shari'a—or, once Muham¬ 
mad 'Ali had successfully disbanded the majlis, the position that the gov¬ 
ernment should be mashru'a and that constitutionalism itself was contrary 
to Islam. Nevertheless he had no specific, comprehensive blueprint for an 
Islamic political system. By 1907-8 he was explicitly supporting the reaction¬ 
ary Muhammad 'Ali and what was in effect traditional despotic monarchy 
with some imprecise checks and balances imposed by ulama who agreed 
with him. After Nuri's death the ulama moved toward a more centrist 
position from both sides of the ideological divide. Nuri's positions had 
failed to pull the ulama as a whole into the opposition but they had 
undercut their strongly constitutionalist sentiments of 1905-6. They also 
had an impact on the religiously-minded masses of the bazaar, causing a 
muting of the mobilization of some key groups—^merchants, artisans, and 
lesser ulama. 

The available evidence on the political consciousness and cultures of the 
participants in the Constitutional revolution strengthens our theses on its 
mass, popular social bases. Religious imagery played a definite role in 
mobilizing the masses. Browne's eyewitness at the Legation bast wrote him: 

Perhaps the scene was most picturesque at night Nearly every tent used to 
have a raivza-kkwan, and it was really an admirable tableau, these tents with 
their circles of listeners and the rcavza-khwan at one end, relating the old, old 
stories of Hasan and Husayn.^®^ 

Shi'i appeals to martyrdom and revolt were effective in inspiring the 
mujahidin to fight the shah's armies and the fida'is to assassinate leading 
conservative figures, meeting a sure death in the process. It is true that these 
motivations were somewhat undermined later in the revolution by the 
work of the ulama; Malikzadeh noted "the clergy . . . fooled the public, 
especially craftsmen and tradesmen, into believing that the Democrats were 
the sworn enemies of Islam.''^^® Katouzian describes one large street pro- 
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cession in which the slogan was "We support the Prophet's religion, 
Mashruteh we do not want"^^ 

Anti-authoiitarian attitudes and resistance to state power thrived in their 
own light. By May 1907 the British minister Sir Cedi Spring-Rice was 
reporting 

One after another, unpopular Governors have been expelled. ... A spirit of 
resistance to oppression and even to all authority is spreading throughout the 
country.... The sentiment of independence in the widest sense, of nationality, 
of the right to resist oppression and to manage their own affairs is rapidly 
growing among the people. Itis strongest inAzerbaijan. Itis very strong in the 
capital.® 

Popular attitudes toward the elite underwent a change too, as an Iranian 
correspondent told Browne: 

A certain builder came to the house of a Minister to repair an iron fire-place. 
On entering, he saluted the Minister. The Minister's servant bade him do 
obeisance. He replied, 'Knave, do you not know that we now have a Consti¬ 
tution, and that under a Constitution obeisances no longer exist?' A strange 
independence and freedom are observable in the people, and it is impossible 
to say how this change in their character has been so sudderdy effected. 

The shah himself was taken down off his pedestal in the popular imagina¬ 
tion, as a revolutionary proclamation of late 1907 warned him not to forget 

that he was not bom by his mother possessed of crown and signet-ring, nor 
does he hold in his hand a warrant of absolute sovereignty from the Unseen 
World of Spirits. Assuredly if he had but reflected for a moment that this 
sovereignty depends only in the acceptance or rej ection of the People, and that 
those who have elected him to this high position and acknowledged him [as 
King] are able also to elect another [in his place], he would never have swerved 
aside to this extent from the straight Path of Justice and the requirements of 
constitutioncJ monarchy. 

These attitudes found media of expression in the innumerable shabnamehs 
("night letters") that were posted anon)unously, the proliferation of news¬ 
papers during this period (often read aloud in coffeehouses), and the 
ballads and verses of nationalist poets.**^ 

The Outcome of the Revolution 

Ultimately, the Constitutional revolution failed due to a double determi¬ 
nation of the internal instability of its shifting alliances and the force 
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TABLE 5.2 Coalition Changes, 1906-1911 


Populist Alliance 


1906 

1911 

Most merchants 

Some medium and small merchants 

Intelligentsia 

Intelligentsia 

Uktma 

Fewer ulama 

Artisans 

Fewer artisans 

Workers 

Workers 

Urban marginals 

British slightly supportive 

Fewer urban marginals 

Royalist Alliance 

1906 

1911 

Wavering shah 

Figurehead with Russian support 

Landed elite 

Landed elite 

Russians preoccupied at home 

Large merchants 

Some ulama 

Some marginals who could be "bought" 
Russian tsar and army 

British acquiescent 


brought to bear on it from external intervention. At work here was the 
articulation of the complexities of the Iranian social formation and the 
dependence imposed on it within the world-system. The foregoing analysis 
of the social forces involved indicated the importance of the attempt to build 
a viable oppositional coalition and the shifting vicissitudes of the struggle 
for the hearts and minds of the most active social classes. Splits in &e 
alliance and key turning points in the revolution underline this process (see 
table 5.2).^^^ From 1905 to early 1907 a working, if imeasy, coalition of 
intelligentsia, artisans, merchants, and ulama united to confront the state. 
The urban poor and working class were broadly supportive, and Britain 
proved helpful on the spot. During the course of 1907 the drafting of the 
supplementary laws of the constitution and the exact definition of the 
relations between secular and religious laws and their respective spheres, 
breached this unity and led to Nuii's split within the ulama. The year of 
Muhammad 'Ali Shah's restoration of autocracy during which the majlis 
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was disbanded from June 1908 to July 1909 really set back the revolution. 
Although the resistance of Tabriz was courageous and new social forces 
with more radical ideas entered the fray, the restoration stalled all legisla¬ 
tion passed from 1906 to 1908 from budget reforms to land and tax measiures, 
and broke their momentum, forcing the second majlis to reconstitute itself 
and begin anew. The post-1909 period saw a sharpening of class conflict in 
some respects but a muting of it in others. The state was now "constitu¬ 
tional" but conservative in its social bases, reflecting the tribal and landed 
elements that had combined to depose Muhammad 'Ali. In the provinces, 
old elites remained in place and tribal disruptions continued apace. The 
majlis was now controlled by a conservative majority of landowners, large 
merchants and ulama terrified by the possibility of a more radical turn of 
events, while the continued support of the constitutionalist ulama and the 
bazaar classes outside the majlis weakened somewhat due to all of these 
developments. This provided an opening for the Russians to step in and 
quash the attempted reforms that were still being proposed by the radical 
Democrats and Shuster. Crucially, the Russian state had regained its equi¬ 
librium after the repression of its own internal opposition by 1907, coupled 
with its 1907 Agreement with England and the 1910 Potsdam Convention 
with Germany. The Russian army found willing collaborators in counter¬ 
revolution and repression in the Iranian cabinet, court, conservatives in the 
majlis, and landlords, large merchants, and some ulama in the population 
at large. 

The Constitutional revolution ended then in a defeat, but it stands out 
as a revolutionary movement that attempted to change the balance of power 
and nature of Iranian society. Rather than a bourgeois revolution led by the 
merchant class, we have seen it as an urban multi-class populist revolution 
of artisans, oppositional ulama, merchants, workers, and lower classes. The 
institutions they created—^majlis, constitution, anjiunans, trade unions— 
were new in the history of Iran. The means they formd to struggle for 
them—general strikes, mass demonstrations, basts, and when necessary 
armed defense of one's rights—^were Iranian adaptations of the methods of 
modem social movements and were conducted with determination, vigor, 
and imagination. Failure came because the coalition that carried the revo¬ 


lution was a shifting and fragile one that could not hold itself together 
politically or ideologically, rooted in a complex class stmcture which had 


experienced the W estem impact in divergent and not fully congment ways. 
Key middle-class and elite groups wavered in the alliance, threatened by 
the prospect (which never materialized) of lower-class hegemony. After 
both the constitutional alliance and the monarchy it opposed had exhausted 


themselves, the ultimate (external) guarantors of Iran's dependence stepped 
in to preserve the system and suppress the popular movement. 
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"Resolution from Above": 

World War I and Reza Khan's Rise to Power, 1914-1925 

The roots of the 1921 coup that eventually brought the Pahlavi dynasty 
to power in 1925 lie in the devastation caused by World War I and the 
unsettled state of the world-system, compounded by the demoralization of 
the Iranian opposition due to the reversi of the Constitutional revolution. 
From 1911 to 1914 the northern portion of the country was dominated by 
Russia, the south by England. Russia had the most influence over the 
cabinet, while it vastiy increased its trade until it was three times higher in 
1914 than in 1900. Gillard considers that "By 1914, northern Persia had for 
all practical purposes become part of the Russian Empire, occupied by 
Russian troops and with Russian consuls assuming governmental func¬ 
tions."^^® In the south the British worked with Shaikh Khaz'al, the Arab 
ruler of Khuzistan, to ensure their control over the newly producing 
oilfields. In May 1914 the British government attained controlling interest 
in the Anglo-Persian Oil Company and sent troops which policed almost 
all of the "neutral zone" specified in the 1907 Agreement. The Iranian state 
itself was severely weakened in this situation (though it did not have to face 
the constitution^ movement anymore); tribal leaders and large landlords 
became autonomous in their locd jurisdictions. 

Despite its declaration of neutrality, Iran became abattlefield for Turkish, 
Russian, and British troops throughout World War I. The general economic 
impact of the war on Iran was devastating. In the agricultural sector, 
livestock and crops were appropriated by the contending armies, irrigation 
works feu into disarray, peasants were pressed into road-buUding and other 
miUtaiy projects, viUages were deserted. The pre-war level of agricultural 
production was stiU not regained by 1925. Industrial development came to 
a standstiU, though local trade and craft production survived. Inflation 
gripped the cities, imports outstripped exports (and both feU considerably 
in volxime), and the trade dislocation led to depressed conditions in the 
north. The height of suffering was reached in the winter of 1918-19 when 
severe famine struck due to the war's exhaustion of the surplus, com¬ 
pounded by problems of distribution and local hoarding. Estimates of death 
by starvation range from at least 100,000 to two miUion; the British financial 
adviser Balfour found that in the Tehran area "approximately a quarter of 
the agricultural population had died during the famine."^^® Thus did the 
Iranian people pay dearly for a war they had played no part in, waged by 
the European powers that dominated their country. The central govern¬ 
ment under Ahmad Shah meanwhile looked on helplessly, running 
through some fifty cabinets between 1909 and 1921. 
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By 1916 the British and Russians were regrouping themselves for the 
reassertion of their power in Iran. In March 1915 the two powers had signed 
a secret treaty which made no mention of Iranian independence, allowing 
for British control of the neutral zone (with its oilfields) in exchange for 
granting Russia "full liberty of action" in its sphere and postwar control of 
Istanbul and the Turkish straits. This seemingly implied the right for the 
Russians to annex northern Iran and for England to directly administer the 
south.^^^ The govemment-in-exile at Kirmanshah (consisting of delegates 
to the third majlis who had refused to disband under Russian threats in 
1915) coUapsed when the British took that city in 1916. The February and 
October 1917 revolutions in Russia dramatically altered the political land¬ 
scape in Iran, leading to the evacuation of Russian troops from the north 
and the denunciation in 1918 by the new Soviet government of aU Tsarist 
treaties and concessions concerning Iran. Though this removed at a single 
stroke the vise-like grip of the Russians on Iran's economy and polity that 
had been so relentlessly tightened from the mid-nineteenth century till 
World War I, its immediate effect was to leave aU of Iran to the British, who 
sent their troops into the north and began paying subsidies to the powerless 
Iranian governments^* 

The period between the disaster of World War I and the coup of 1921 was 
one of increasing conflict between the state, internal social movements, and 
foreign powers. No one of these forces could gain hegemony in Iran but 
each could thwart the others from reaching their goals, and this fundamen¬ 
tal stalemate among the contenders prepared the ground for Reza Khan's 
assumption of power. Powerful resistance movements to foreign occupa¬ 
tion and the Qajar state emerged in Gilan, Azarbaijan, Khurasan, and 
elsewhere. The Jangali ("Forest") movement in the Caspian region was by 
far the most serious of these. Its origins have been traced back to anti-British 
and anti-Russian actions as early as 1913, but its real impetus came in the 
early years of the World War under the leadership of Mirza Kuchik Khan, 
a radical preacher and minor landlord who had fought in the Constitutional 
revolution and had been affiliated with the Moderate party. Fleeing to 
Gilan in 1915, he organized a guerrilla force called the Committee of Islamic 
Unity to harass the Russians in the north and oppose the corruption and 
weatoess rampant in the central government Support came from diverse 
sovuces: merchants, ulama, and landowners on the one hand, few of whom 
sought fundamental social change, and a large rank and file of GUani 
peasants and mountaineers with a more radical bent, who fought for the 
abolishment of labor services, reform of the sharecropping arrangement, 
and confiscation of the property of hostile landlords. These differences led 
to an ebb in the movement by mid-1919, due to splits and the occupation of 
northern Iran by the British and White Russians. Activity revived in the 
spring and summer of 1920 with an infusion of support from the Communist 
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Party of Iran (CPI), newly formed in the wake of the arrival of Soviet forces 
at Anzali to dear out the remnants of British and Tsarist forces. The CPI 
under Haidar Khan and the Jangalis of Kuchik Khan joined in establishing 
the Soviet Sodalist Republic of Iran, sending Lenin a message asking for 
"help in liberating us and all weak and oppressed nations from the yoke of 
Persian and English oppressors," and declaring the abolition of the monar¬ 
chy in a note to Tehran.^^^ The program of the new republic, with its 
emphasis on radical land reform and calls by left-wing and communist 
Jangalis for the unveiling of women, soon alienated KuchUc Khan who held 
to the Islamic sanctity of private property and more conservative views. In 
late 1920 however negotiations resumed between Kuchik Khan and Haidar 
Khan and despite a stalling of Soviet support, preparations were being made 
for a march on Tehran. 

Several other regions and social sectors also posed threats to the central 
government. Autonomy movements occurred in Azarbaijan under Shaikh 
Muhammad Khiabani, Khurasan under Colonel Mu hammad Taqi Khan 
Pesian and local Democrats, in Kirmanshah under Amir Afshar, a Democrat 
in alliance with local landed interests, and in several southern provinces, 
especially Khuzistan, ruled by Shaikh Khaz'al of Muhammareh.^^ There 
were also urban and tribal rebellions in Kurdistan in the 1920s; tribal 
autonomy was in fact widespread everywhere. In the urban centers more¬ 
over the union movement revived in 1917-18, with strikes and demonstra¬ 
tions by bakers and printers. A Central Union Council, with informal ties 
to the new CPI and the Soviet Union met in late 1921, encompassing sixteen 
unions and supported by the paper Hiujicjat (Truth), Taken together, by 
1921 all these movements—the Jangalis, Azarbaijan, Khurasan, the tribi 
areas, and the unions—posed a considerable threat to the survival of the 
central government 

The cotmterweight to these social movements came less from the Iranian 
state than from the British, who made a bid for hegemony with the change 
of government to the Soviets in Russia. ^22 British policy in Iran after 1918 
was of two minds. The government wanted to reduce its military commit¬ 
ments in the Middle East, but Lord Ciuzon, the acting foreign secretary with 
great knowledge of Iran, "dreamt," in Nicholson's words, "of creating a 
chain of vassal states stretching from the Mediterranean to the Pamirs and 
protecting, not the Indian frontiers merely, but our communications with 
our fiuther Empire— In this chain of buffer states... Persia was to him at 
once the weakest and most vital link."^^ The instrument for integrating 
Iran into this chain was the 1919 Agreement, by which Britain would 
provide, at Iran's expense "expert advisers ... for the several departments 
of the Persian Administration," especially officers and equipment to Iran's 
military. The Agreement went on to provide for a two million pound loan 
to Iran with the southern customs and if necessary, all the customs, as a 
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guarantee. ^24 Secretly negotiated witii Iranian cabinet ministers, who re¬ 
ceived an "advance" on the loan (in effect, a bribe), the Agreement was 
instantly unpopular in Iran. Despite the protests of the Iranian press and 
public demonstrations against it as well as French, American, and Soviet 
objections, the British didnot waitforits ratification (by the as yet unelected 
fourth majlis), but sent a mission to take over the Iranian administration, 
finances, and mUitaiy. The British forced a new tariff treaty on Iran in 1920, 
which made their imports even cheaper and brought Iran less revenue, 
while Russian imports were made more expensive. Vussuq al-Daula, the 
prime minister who had negotiated the 1919 Agreement, was forced to step 
down in June 1920; his successor Mushir al-Daula declared the Agreement 
suspended until all British and Russian troops had left the country, but he 
was forced out in the fall of 1920 in favor of the more pro-British Sipahdar. 
The Sipahdar put British officers in charge of the Cossack Brigade, but 
though he wanted to, he could not bring the Agreement up for ratification 
in the majlis. The British continued to support the Iranian state with a 
subsidy of 225,000 pounds sterling a month, but had given up hopes of 
ratifying the Agreement and were considering withdrawing their forces 
from Iran, though they were at a loss as to how to contain the Bolshevik 
threat and protect their valuable southern oilfields. 

By late 1920 and early 1921 then a situation of stalemate and crisis existed. 
The GUan movement was seen as a possible miUtaiy threat to Tehran, the 
shah was unable to form a cabinet, the British could not secure their 
Agreement, there was still no majlis, tribes were autonomous everywhere, 
the Cossack Brigade was in retreat from the Caspian, the economy was 
suffering from indebtedness, a balance of trade deficit, and assorted other 
iUs. The stalemate between the Iranian state, the British (and to a lesser 
extent, Soviets and Americans), and the several internal opposition move¬ 
ments, was by this point a highly rmstable one. It was in Aese unsettled 
circumstances that a hitherto raAer obscure military officer named Reza 
Khan marched the Cossack Brigade from Qazvin to Tehran in February 1921 
to seize the reins of power. The most interesting question (and the most 
difficult to answer) about the coup d'etat is the exact extent of the British 
role in it On balance, a plausible case can be made that there was significant 
British involvement in the coup.^^ The available evidence suggests that 
while the Foreign Office in England had little or indeed nothing to do with 
the coup (it was in fact rather unclear about its policy toward Iran at this 
crucial juncture), leading British mUitaiy and diplomatic personnel in Iran 
were instrumental in bringing it about 

Let us consider the following known facts. Reza Khan had risen through 
the ranks from second lieutenant in 1912 to full general by 1920, when ihe 
Cossack Brigade's Russian officers were dismissed and replaced by British 
officers, headed by General Edmund Ironside. Between November 1920 and 
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February 1921 Ironside brought Reza Khan into the position of commander 
of the Cossack Brigade. Over the winter. Ironside and Lieutenant-Colonel 
Heiuy Smyth provided ammunition, supplies, and pay to the Brigade, 
restoring its morale. In January, Ironside wrote in his diary, "a military 
dictatorship would solve our troubles and let us out of the country without 
any trouble at all."^26 On February 14,1921, recalled to Baghdad, Ironside 
released Reza Khan from his command and gave him the go-ahead to do as 
he saw fit, with the simple promise not to depose the shah.^^ Smyth 
meanwhile was in touch with two of Reza's officers, as well as Sayyid Zia 
al-Din Tabatabai, a thirty-four year-old French-educated Tehran journalist 
who was reform-minded and fairly pro-British. Sm)dh gave Reza advice on 
how to cany out the coup.^^ The British minister Herman Norman seems 
to have been informed by Ironside a week before the coup (February 14 or 
15), and was fearful for the shah. Walter Smart, the Orient^ Secretary at the 
British legation, definitely knew what Sm)dh and Ironside were doing. On 
the evening that the coup occurred, Lieutenant-Colonel Haig from the 
legation advised the Swedish commander of the Tehran gendarmerie that 
resistance to the Cossacks would be futile, while the next day Norman 
coimselled the shah to acquiesce in the demands of the coup-makers. After 
the coup Norman irrged his government to support the new regime, which 
he characterized as being "ttie most favourable to British interests which 
could possibly have arisen."^29 would the British officials on the spot 
have favored the coup? At this point they saw it as the best alternative to 
the unobtainable 1919 Agreement, one which would bring to power a 
strong government capable of meeting the challenges posed by the radical 
social movements and a possible Soviet advance once British troops left 
Iran. As Ironside noted in his diary: "Better a coup d'etat for us than 
anything else."^^ Reza himself would say in 1924: "England brought me to 
power, only she did not know with whom she was dealing.''^^^ 

Thus, on February 18,1921 some two thousand Cossacks set out from 
Qazvin under Reza Khan's command for the capital 140 kilometers away, 
entering Tehran on February 21. Reza told Haig and another British officer 
on February 20 that he was "marching to the capital to establish a Govern¬ 
ment which would set its house in order instead of prating about the Majlis, 
the Constitution, and such irrelevant matters."^^^ gy February 23 Ahmad 
Shah had agreed that Sayyid Zia al-Din would be the prime minister, with 
Reza Khan his minister of war. The new government of Zia al-Din pledged 
internal order, social reforms, and national independence. An early procla¬ 
mation promised to renounce the 1919 Anglo-Persian Agreement, 
strengthen the army, and distribute crown lands among the peasants. These 
and other proposals soon alienated merchants and landlords from Zia's 
regime and a showdown occurred with Reza Khan over the retention of 
British officers in charge of the army, which the new minister of war 
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staunchly refused. Reza Khan, the shah, and some of the imprisoned con¬ 
servative politicians arranged the departure of Zia in May 1921, and three 
other prime ministers (one twice) came and went in the next two years. 

The post-coup government moved decisively to improve its relations 
with the two new powers, the United States and the Soviet Union, to offset 
Iran's dependence on Great Britain in the 1918-21 period. RezaKhan himself 
had little affection for any of the foreign powers, including Britain which 
had done so much to establish him.^^ Britain did support the Zia govern¬ 
ment, providing 80,000 tumans for the army one day after the coup. In a 
general way they were pleased at the prospect of a central government 
strong enough to maintain a modicum of social order, as they were with¬ 
drawing their own forces from Iran. But they were far from certain they 
could deal with Reza Khan and until 1924 they also supported the autono¬ 
mous tribal chief Shaikh Khaz'alin Khuzistan where their oilfields lay. The 
United States increased its political and economic ties with Iran, seeking oil 
concessions for American companies in the north (unsuccessfully, due to 
British and Soviet opposition), and sending Dr. A. C. MUlspaugh in August 
1921 as a financial adviser to the Iranian government MUlspaugh brought 
about budgetary reforms and raised taxes, but was unable to secure a loan 
or capital investments from American sources—the U.S. was stUl far from 
being aware of Iran's strategic value. Soviet support for the new regime was 
quick in coming: On February 26, 1921, just a few days after the coup, 
relations were normalized by Ae signing of a treaty of Mendship, as botii 
governments were in need of mutual recognition. This laid the groundwork 
for the withdrawal of Soviet forces from GUan later in the year. The Soviets 
seemed almost as eager for stability in Iran as the British, given the threat 
of foreign intervention against their revolution. 

This last development contributed to the defeat of the postwar social 
movements by Reza's armed forces, the next step in his bid for power. 
Rapprochement between the U.S.S.R. and the Iranian government undercut 
the former's support for the Jangal rebellion in GUan; Blumkin, the Bolshe¬ 
vik intelligence officer among the Jangalis, is said to have claimed that "the 
GUan movement was called off from Moscow."^^® In any case, the move¬ 
ment split, with the communist leadership becoming less militant and 
Kuchik Khan remaining in opposition to the central government The end 
came late in 1921, after Kuchik murdered his former partner, Haidar Khan, 
and himself fled before Reza's advancing army, dying on the frozen slopes 
of the northern mountains. The less threatening movements in Azarbaijan 
and Khurasan soon came to an end as well, due to a combination of internal 
conflicts, lessened Soviet support, and military actions by the central gov¬ 
ernment Thus, by early 1922, in a dramatic reversal of fortunes, the central 
government had bested the most radical of the postwar social movements. 
A second series of campaigns, sewing of internal dissension, and cooptation 
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restored order to the tribal areas within Iran's territory. The most significant 
of these victories was against the British-backed tribal coalition of Shaikh 
Khaz'al, for this proved the turning point in Britain's relations with the 
government, with whom they there^er "shared" the southern oilfields. 

How was Reza Khan able to bring about this restoration of internal 
order? The answer lies to a certain extent in the changes he effected in the 
nature of the Iranian state. With little interest in social reforms, he moved 
quickly instead to strengthen and centralize the key institutions of finance 
and the army. He approved Millspaugh's introduction of indirect taxes on 
tobacco and matches, and a government monopoly on tea and sugar, which 
generated sufficient income to balance the budget (at the expense of the 
urban poor and other consumers of these necessities). The army took up to 
40 percent of expenditures by 1922, and was expanded from less than 10,000 
to some 40,000 men. Reza saw to it that the troops got paid and that their 
needs were attended to before any other government employees', thereby 
binding the loyalty of the troops to himself. He was aided in this by the 
beginnings of a recovery in Iranian agriculture and the growth of oil 
production and revenues. Though the government's share of 1.4 million 
poimds sterling represented a scandalously low five to ten percent of the 
value of the oil exported, it made possible the balancing of the budget, 
increased imports, and public spending which consolidated the new posi¬ 
tion of the Iranian state.^^^ 

Reza used these military successes and increments of state power to 
consolidate his own rise to the monarchy after 1923, in a series of adroit 
political maneuvers and maniptdation of social forces. In October 1923 he 
moved from the ministry of war into the prime minister's office, while 
Ahmad Shah left the country for Europe on a trip of indefinite dmation (he 
would in fact never return to Iran). In 1924 Reza made a single misstep from 
which he deftly recovered—the proposal that the majlis abolish the Qajar 
monarchy in favor of a republic with himself as president He backed down 
from this when the ulama registered strong objections, concerned by the 
recent abolishing of the Ottoman Caliphate in the new Turkish republic. 

A few months later Reza rebounded politically by manipulating events 
surroimding the murder of the American counsel Robert Imbrie in &e midst 
of a religiously-agitated crowd. Despite incriminating evidence of army 
involvement in this incident, Reza turned the occasion completely to his 
purpose by using it as a pretext for declaring martial law, arresting political 
opponents and putting the press and the ulama on the defensive. He 
emerged from it as the conspicuous alternative to weak Qajar government, 
preferable to either a left-wing democratic or ulama-led political option in 
the eyes both of many Iranians and foreign governments, especially the 
British and Americans. 
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The final elements to consider in this process are the composition of the 
internal and external social forces that backed Reza in his bid for power and 
his skillful manipulation of these groups—^the ulama and conservative 
party. Western-educated liberal democrats and more authoritarian-minded 
nationalist modernizers, and the socialist and communist parties and trade 
union movement—all of whom he would attack later in his reign. In essence 
he managed, if not to be "all things to all people," at least to offer something 
to nearly eveiy one, while, on their side, Ws erstwhile "partners" were rather 
easily deceived, at least in retrospect Internally, he commanded diffuse 
support from key classes and groups within society at large. Merchants and 
landlords recognized that Reza was not a radical reformer and would 
safeguard their property against left-wing social movements. He also made 
conspicuous gestures toward the ulama, on the republican issue, by pilgrim¬ 
ages to the holy cities of Iraq, with receptions at his house in Tehran, and 
organization of religious processions. His leading religious opponent 
Mudarris was temporarily neutralized in 1924-25 by a conciliatory peace¬ 
offering. Part of the intelligentsia, including some poets and writers, civil 
servants, politicians, and professionals, was even more impressed by Reza, 
especially the veneer of nationalism he acquired in lessening British power 
in Iran and strengthening the state. There was a fairly widespread expecta¬ 
tion that he would modernize and industrialize the country iong lines that 
would benefit this class. Individuals who opposed him or saw the un¬ 
democratic future he was constructing were murdered, intimidated, or 
bought off. The extra-parliamentary left, notably the trade unions and 
communists, also offered some support, first for the republican proposal in 
1924, and in general approved what they perceived as his nationalist and 
secular tendencies, again with the consequence of ignoring his authoritar¬ 
ian and anti-progressive views. They realized their mistake only at the last 
moment, in 1925, when Reza suppressed the imions and communists thor¬ 
oughly.^^® 

The three principal sources of Reza's assumption of the monarchy were 
the army, the majority parties in the fifth majlis, and the major foreign 
powers. Reza's use of patronage brought the army as an institution back 
into the power structure for Ae first time since the eighteenth century. 
Martial law allowed him to offer governorships to loyal officers, create 
regional divisions and staff them with his own men, and send inspectors to 
public works projects and all governmental departments. The army thus 
gave him total support and its material defeat of the radical and tribal 
movements was eui important legitimating mechanism.The fifth majlis, 
opening in 1924, was a second pillar in Reza's rise. The elections were 
manipulated to a certain degree in the provinces and tribal areas by Reza's 
handpicked martial law governors. He himself "took the position that the 
successful man in each district would be one who came from the leading 
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family and who would support his polides."^^ The conservative, clerical 
Reformers Party (Hizb-i Islahtalaban), which had held the majority in the 
fomth majlis, gave way to the young. Western-educated reformers of the 
Revival Party (Hizb-i Tajadud), whose program emphasized a well-run state 
and army, expansion of education, development of Iran's industry, and 
other modernizing reforms. Reza shifted his own support from the Reform¬ 
ers to the Revival Party as the balance of power between the two shifted. In 
May 1924 a new joiunal supporting the Revival Party called for a "revolu¬ 
tionary dictator."^^^ Though the party also contained prominent Democrats 
from the constitutional movement and worked in a loose alliance with 
Iskandari's Socialist Party, it became on the whole the vehicle of Reza Khan 
in his bid for total power, seeing in him the answer to the problems of 
national disunity, dependence, and backwardness. 

Finally, the world-system provided favorable conditions in this period. 
By 1924, with Reza's defeat of Shaikh Khaz'al and the definitive integration 
of the oil-producing provinces into Iranian national territory, the British 
came to see in him the strong man who would protect "their" oil and contain 
any Bolshevik threats. Thus, the British minister saw "benevolent inaction" 
as "the last choice left" and their policy turned to one of support for him.^^ 
The Soviets meanwhile had pressing internal problems of their own and 
chose to support a non-revolutionary government in Iran as a factor of 
stability that would ward off 'Western intervention. In 1923 the Comintern 
praised prime minister Reza Khan for "his progressive and anti-imperialist 
orientation."^^ The newest world power on the scene, the United States, 
followed Britain's foreign policy, accepting Reza's conduct of the hasty 
investigation into the murder of Imbrie because it saw in him the only man 
capable of maintaining order in Iran and able to recognize American 
"strength and majesty."^^ Thus did Reza perform the amazing feat of 
satisfying the major capitalist and socialist world powers while still appear¬ 
ing to be a nationalist within his own country. 

There was opposition to Reza's rise to power, but it was circumscribed 
in a number of ways. Artisans had marched and demonstrated against 
Reza's proposed republic in 1924, but less out a democratic egalitarian ideal 
than because they feared his secularism. Individual joiunalists and editors 
had criticized him in their papers, for which more than one was threatened 
with violence, beaten, or mxurdered. And likewise individual politicians of 
diverse views had sensed and opposed his increasingly despotic tendencies. 
These included the popular conservative preacher Mudarris, and national¬ 
ists and democrats such as Taqizadeh and a yoimg man of the landed elite, 
Muhammad Mussadiq. But these individuals found themselves boxed into 
a comer and isolated by Reza's astute maneuvering, left with the non-viable 
options of defending Ae discredited Qajar monarchy or the stillborn dem¬ 
ocratic republic.At the end of October 1925 the majlis voted to depose 
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Ahmad Shah Qajar. On December 12 ,1925 a constituent assembly voted by 
a wide margin that Reza Khan assume the title Reza Shah Pahlavi. Though 
"The change of dynasty... was not marked by any spontaneous enthusi¬ 
asm/'^^ Iran had turned a historical comer, propelled not by a mass move¬ 
ment for social change, as this was checked with the defeat of the 
Constitutional revolution in 1911, but by a 1921 coup d'etat favored by the 
main external power of the time, Britain, and pushed through to a change 
of dynasty in 1925 by a skillful military centralizer with significant, if 
misplaced, urban support from the ulama, left, and nationalist middle 
classes. 
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CONCLUSION TO PART TWO 


The Theoretical Significance of the 
Qajar Period 


Virtually all of the conceptual apparatus elaborated in chapter one has 
been brought into play in part two of this study and all of it has been found 
useful. Dependent development and world-system considerations pro¬ 
vided the keys to the articulation of modes of production in the Ira nian 
social formation. Chapter four analyzed the degree of stasis and change in 
the nineteenth century as the three modes of production that combined in 
the period from 1500 to 1800—the peasant crop-sharing, pastoral nomadic, 
and petly-commodity craft modes—were preserved but undermined under 
the Western impact and internal logic of development Alongside them 
meanwhile emerged a small new capitalist mode of production with partic¬ 
ular features, including the dominance of foreign capital and the partial 
formation of the Iranian working class outside the country as migrant labor 
in adjacent Russia. The world-system also impinged on this process of class 
formation and dependency, making the Qajar social formation dependent 
on two world core powers—Britain and (in this context at least) Russia— 
whose rivalry blocked the hegemonic situation of colonialism found else¬ 
where, as in India, and limited development within the dependent context 
When the world-system shifted radically after 1917 a whole new situation 
was created in Iran and Reza Khan's coup was made possible partly as a 
result of this (see the concept of stalemate below). 

The complexity of the Iranian class structure as it formed in these 
conditions set the parameters of the social movements which occurred in 
the Qajar period. The historical-comparative analysis of these in chapter 
five led to the elaboration of a key new concept—the lurban multi-class 
populist alliance. We saw that when a wide range of dominated and 
intermediate classes has grievances and external circumstances are favor¬ 
able, that explosive anti-state, anti-foreign social movements can emerge 
and make initial gains. By the same token, however, the differences among 
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the principal classes involved in both the leadership and social bases of 
these movements rendered ultimate success elusive. The discussion of these 
internal and external causes of the Constitutional revolution also contrib¬ 
utes in a preliminary way to the elaboration of a theory of Third World social 
revolutions developed more explicitly later on the 1977-79 events in chapter 
nine. 

Class alliances and conflicts reposed on the socio-economic structure but 
were expressed in political and ideological terms, highlighting the import¬ 
ance of political cultures of opposition and legitimation. Thus, at the level of 
the leadership of the Constitutional revolution the ulama split between 
constitutionalism, royal absolutism, and revolutionary Islam, while the 
intelligentsia elaborated new ideologies of nationalism, democracy, and 
socialism. The classes composing the mass movement likewise exhibited 
complex and sometimes contradictory value orientations: the artisans' de¬ 
votion to both Islam and a communal, egalitarian social order; workers' 
blend of Islam, trade unionism and nationalism; tribespeople's mix of tribal 
loyalty, Islamic fervor, respect for the monarchy and instinctive egalitarian¬ 
ism. Opposed to these was the elite value system of landlords, bureaucrats, 
tribal chiefs, and the Qaj ar family itself, based on hierarchy and domination. 
The ways in which these ideologies and their carriers coalesced or con¬ 
tended, hying to forge alliances or mobilize against their opponents, helped 
account for both the basic line-ups of social forces (the pro- and anti- 
constitutional coalitions), as well as the splits within such key classes as the 
ulama, artisans, and merchants. No united front could be maintained 
against the main enemies, the Qajar state and foreign powers, and this 
crucial failure led to the defeat of the constitutional movement 


The notion of an intertwined political, economic, and ideological crisis 
(what Althusser has called overdetermination) proved useful again for under¬ 
standing the periods of 1906-11 and 1918-25, as it had for the 1722 change 
of dynasty in part one. The difference is that in the Qajar period this crisis 
owed its roots to dependency, itself a concept which chapter four showed 
had economic, political, and ideological dimensions. Methodologically this 
was discerned by a framework sensitive to the dialectical relationships 
posited between culture, politics, and economy; external structures of con¬ 
trol and internal responses of resistance to them; and on a greater level of 
abstraction, the general interplay between structure and history. Chapters 
four and five each tried to capture one side of this dialectic, which is seen 


fully only in considering the two types of analysis together. 

The state ultimately emerged in the period from 1800 to 1925 as a key 
actor in the Iranian social formation. This is seen in the comparison between 
the weakness of the Qajars, caused by the world-system's pressures and 
internal challenges, and the eventual stability of Reza Khan's new state. 


which found its source of strength after 1921 in a new component in the 
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Iranian state, an efficiently-administered army. In between these weak and 
strong states there existed from 1906 to 1921 a transitional state with its own 
new institutions—the majlis, and in civil society, the political parties, trade 
unions, and free press—^which would eventudly come into conflict with 
Reza Khan's vision of the state. 

Finally, the concept of a stalemate of social forces—the state and internal 
elites/foreign capital/social movements—proved an illuminating notion for 
understanding the conjuncture thatled to the coup. By 1920, so many forces 
had pulled Iran in different directions for so long that something had to 
give. The temporary withdrawal of the Soviets and the uncertainty of the 
British (i.e., the new conjuncture in the world-system), the weakness of the 
Qaj ar state, and the fragmentation of the social movements gave Reza Khan 
his chance. The new order would be different from the old, as will be seen 
in part three of this study. A stronger state would clamp down its hold on 
civil society and face a changing world-system in which the United States 
and Soviet Union began to contend for power in Iran, as well as a slowly 
declining Great Britain, which still had the strongest position in 1925. 



PART THREE 


Social Structure and Social Change 
in Pahlavi Iran and After, 1925-1991 


We have now arrived at the threshold of the contemporary period. Part 
three of this study deals with the tremendous changes in social structure 
associated with the emergence of the capitalist mode of production in Iran 
under the aegis of dependent development, and the series of dramatic social 
upheavals that punctuated this process, either fostering or chaUenging 
it—the abdication of Reza Shah, the Allied invasion and occupation during 
World War II, Soviet-inspired secession movements in Kurdistan and 
Azarbaijan after the war, the oil nationalization struggle led by Dr. Muham¬ 
mad Mussadiq, the CIA-backed coup that established Muhammad Reza 
Pahlavi's domination in 1953, and the massively popular but loosely united 
revolution that brought the shah down in 1978-79. The period covered is 
the sixty-odd years from 1925 to the early 1990s, corresponding to the entire 
reign of the Pahlavi dynasty and the first dozen years of the Islamic 
Republic. 

Full use will be made in part three of the central concepts derived from 
our synthesis of perspectives on development and social change—depen¬ 
dency, world-system, modes of production, state autonomy, and political 
cultures of opposition—and a case will be made for the basic relevance of 
this framework to shed light on the making of the Iranian revolution. Briefly 
put, we will observe a protracted struggle for national independence in a 
world-system dominated after World War II by a new core power, the 
United States. The Pahlavis' ambitious attempt to bring Iran out of the 
periphery of this system and raise the country to semiperipheral status was 
accomplished within the limits of dependent development, fueled by an 
oil-enclave economy and guaranteed by a strong military-autocratic state 
ultimately backed with American support In modes of production terms 
the spread of capitalist relations and growth of the Iranian working class 
will be traced, but equally significant is the perseverance of classes located 
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in other modes of production—^ulama, artisans, and merchants in the petty- 
commodity mode; peasants and landlords in the crop-sharing mode; tribes- 
people and khans in the pastoral-nomadic mode—and the appearance of a 
large marginalized underclass with diverse origins in the urban sector. In 
the coiuse of half a century, these dominated groups and classes elaborated 
and forged several political cultures of opposition to the process of depen¬ 
dent capitalist development stamped on Iran by the Pahlavis and the United 
States. These political currents included varieties of Islam, liberal national¬ 
ism, and socialism, and in the long run would together prove capable of 
mobilizing a powerful populist mass movement against the state and for¬ 
eign domination. All of these threads of analysis will be specified and 
brought into mutual contact in the four chapters that follow. 

Chapters six and eight chronicle the transformations of social structure 
by taking "snapshots" of Iran in 1925,1941,1953, and 1978. Chapters seven 
and nine follow the vicissitudes of social movements, focussing on two 
principal periods—1951-53 and 1978-79—but attending to several other key 
moments (1941, 1946, 1963) as well. A continumg dialectic of objective 
economic transformations and subjective opposition movements will be 
pursued: The two chapters on social structiure explore a new concept—"the 
compression of social forces"—^referring to periods in which soci^ classes 
are fettered from expressing themselves by a hegemonic state; in each case 
however this led to an explosion of opposition to dependent development, 
and the chapters on social movements will thus continue our earlier analysis 
of Iran's "populist alliance." The analysis culminates in a theory of social 
revolution to account for the tumultuous upheaval of 1978-79 and its fateful 
outcome in the 1980s. 



6 

State, Society, and Economy in 
the Reza Shah Period, 1925-1941: 
The Compression of Social Forces 


[WJithout falling into unnecessary eulogizing and mythologizing... [consider].. .the 
concrete facts of putting the entire country under the control of a newly created central 
administration, of modernizing its institutions, maintaining the integrity of its frontiers, 
establishing a new code of common law, creating a national bank as a firm basis for the 
national currency and business, designing a modem pattern for the national education, 
founding universities and schools of all grades and levels, building a railway that is one of 
the greatest feats of modem times, erecting factories for the production of common goods, 
developing modem industries, socially reforming the country from its roots, repressing if 
not totally obliterating secular abuses and cormption, liberating womenfolk from the veil 
and making them eligible for every degree of instruction and Mvancement, and putting 
an end to the foreign exploitation of the natural richness of Iranian soil. 

—^Pio Filipanni Ronconi, "The Tradition of Sacred Kingship in Iran" 

* * » 


Altogether he thoroughly milked the country, grinding down the peasants, tribesmen, and 
laborers, and taking heavy toll from the larMords. While his activities enriched a new class 
of "capitalists"—merchants, monopolists, contractors, and politician-favorites — inflation, 
heavy taxation, and other measures lowered the standard of living of the masses. 

— A. Millspaugh, Americans in Persia 

The reign of Reza Shah Pahlavi from 1925 to 1941 has engendered rather 
contradictory assessments, as these paired epigraphs alone would suggest. 
Among other reasons this may be because a hitherto unprecedented con¬ 
stellation of state, society, and economy was forged in the hothouse of 
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dependent, increasingly capitalist, development in the changing world- 
systemic conjuncture of the 1930s. During this period Reza Shah's newly 
consolidated autocratic state took advantage of lessened direct domination 
by Great Britain to initiate industrial and infrastructural development by 
clamping down on society and reasserting central control in a way xmseen 
since the Safavids at their zenith. This process was riven with political, 
economic, and ideological contradictions, some of which assumed their full 
stature only after Reza's abdication in 1941 before the advancing allied 
armies. Here we will attempt to adjudicate the polarity of judgments of this 
period by exploring, in sequence, Iran's state, class structure, relations with 
the West, and frustrated social movements within the context of dependent 
development and a compression of social forces, largely orchestrated by the 
new P^lavi state. 


Reza Shah's State: 

Military Autocracy, Modernization, and Westernization 


The Iranian state assumed extensive political and economic powers 
during the reign of Reza Shah by comparison with the dismal standards of 
the Qajar d)masty. Authority reposed ultimately in the hands of the shah, 
whose key institutional base was the army, and hence we may term the 
regime ^military autocracy. Strong internal domination in turn imderpinned 
considerable state intervention in the economic activity of the country, both 
in infrastructure and in industry. The ideological justifications for the 
extensive reforms of the judiciary, educational, and other institutions that 
this "modernization" project required included a contradictory blend of 
secular nationalism and Westernization and further intruded the state's 
new bureaucratic apparatus into the lives of the population, urban, tribal, 
and peasant alike. 

Reza Shah's fundamental reform was the creation of a strong army 
capable of enforcing state authority. Upton points out that most of his other 
reforms, large and small, centered around this, or contributed to it in some 
way.^ These included raising state revenues through taxation, banking, and 
customs measures; improving the communication system by building Iran's 
first significant railway and adding to the existing road, telegraph, and 
telephone networks; making military service compulsory through conscrip¬ 
tion, which required provincial reorganization generally; creation of secu¬ 
lar judicial and educational systems which seriously undermined clerical 
power; the participation of women in education, the economy, and public 
life (though not in elections); the extension of health and sanitation ser¬ 
vices; and a prototype of urban renewal to enhance law and order by cutting 
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wide boulevards through the crowded districts of the maj or cities. We might 
term this process "state-led military modernization"; it is the congruence 
and underlying direction of these measures as well as the manner of their 
devising and implementation that justify characterization of the regime as 
a military autocracy. 

The army, the bureaucracy, and the government proper (cabinet and 
majlis) constituted the three institutional pillars of the regime. The army 
was enormously expanded from the several thousand members of the 
Cossack Brigade in the early 1920s to some 126,000 men under arms and a 
total mobilizable force of 400,000 by 1941, a huge number given a national 
population of less than five million economically active males. This was 
made possible by requiring two years of compulsory military service from 
every male (plus many more years on active or nominal reserve). Recruits, 
reluctantly taken from their villages, were exposed to urban life and perhaps 
a bit of literacy education and instruction in trades. Official budgetary 
figures indicate an average of 33.5 percent of total revenues spent for 
military purposes from 1926 to 1941; in addition, a large proportion of the 
oil revenues (which did not figure in the budget) was devoted to purchasing 
expensive weaponry and establishing afew armaments industries in Tehran 
and elsewhere. High-ranking officers, though kept out of the civil bureau¬ 
cracy and cabinet, became wealthy and powerful members of the r ulin g 
class, often acquiring landed estates. As will be seen, this vast military 
apparatus was used primarily to crush internal social movements and 
opposition in the 1920s and 1930s (aided by the regular police and a newly 
established secret police), but proved powerless against greater extemi 
forces when the Allies occupied Iran in 1941. 

The second pillar of Reza Shah's state was the civil bureaucracy, which 
like the army was greatly expanded, reorganized, and far better trained than 
under the Qajars. The new bureaucracy comprised some 90,000 civilian 
employees. Formerly the province of the Qajar elite and the old administra¬ 
tive families, its ranks were now increasingly open to the educated middle 
classes. Salaries however were low and bribery and graft continued to 
plague the system at all levels, with those at the highest echelons becoming 
part of the elite, while the middle and lower ranks occupied corresponding 
rungs in urban society, often finding it difficult to make ends meet Ineffi¬ 
ciency too remained a problem as the machinery of government became 
more complex; both unwieldiness of size and the total control of the shah 
at the top hindered the smooth working of the various departments. In the 
provinces the state spread its control through a territorial reorganization of 
the country from the Qajar system of four huge provinces into eleven 
provinces with further county and district subdivisions. Little local initia¬ 
tive was allowed as the ministry of the interior at Tehran appointed munic- 
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ipal officials, although a 1930 law did empower city governments to spend 
their own revenues locally.^ 

This expansion of government was made possible by the state's entry 
into the field of education. While the ulama-run schools which had predom¬ 
inated in the Qajar era lost tremendous ground, the Iranian elite and middle 
classes increasingly pursued state-provided education at the upper levels, 
in the newly founded University of Tehran, technical schools run by the 
various ministries, or universities abroad. Keddie underlines the class bias 
of the system, pointing out that "Less than 10 percent of the population 
received any elementary education, and, for secondary education, the 
figure was under one percent"^ Such as it was, this expansion of education 
not only helped staff the growing bureaucracy, but also contributed to the 
emergence and growth of a new professional and intellectual class. Further¬ 
more, the state made use of the system to stifle free political inquiry and 
impose conformity on this intelligentsia, channelling curricula to inculcate 
"servile adulation, propaganda support, and ideological justification."^ 

Reza Shah was not, of course, the sole architect of Ae reforms of his 
period. Particularly in the first half of his reign he was ably assisted by 
accomplished administrators within his cabinet, which together with the 
more docile majlis formed a third pillar of his regime. Chief among these 
top advisors were 'Ali Akbar Davar, Abdal Husain Khan Taimurtash, SardM 
As'ad, and Firuz Mirza. The last of these served as finance minister until his 
fall from grace in 1929, when he was arrested, accused of bribery, and 
murdered. Taimurtash acted as minister of court from 1926 to 1932 at which 
time Reza Shah decided he was too powerful and had him imprisoned for 
taking bribes. He died in 1933, officially of heart failure and pneumonia. 
Sardar As'ad, the Bakhtiari chief who served as minister of war was likewise 
arrested in 1933 and though never charged with a crime, died in prison the 
next year. Finally, in 1937, Davar, the architect of Iran's Civil Code and then 
miiuster of finance, committed suicide after falling out with the shah over 
economic policy. All of these men, having literally outlived their usefulness, 
were precipitously discarded by Reza Shah, suspicious of their indepen¬ 
dence and potential popularity. The figures chosen to head ministries after 
the mid-1930s were less strong-willed, which suited Reza's purpose of 
autocratic control but undermined his access to critical information and 
astute administration. These factors would play a role in his own fall in 
1941.5 

A similar pattern of increasing royal control over the majlis and public 
political life is readily discerned. The most outspoken figures of the mid- 
1920s were soon removed from the scene: An unsuccessful attempt on the 
life tif the cleric Sayyid Hasan Mudarris in 1926 was followed by his 
imprisonment and banishment to a remote village in 1928-29 and his murder 
in 1938, while the voice of the liberal nationalist Muhammad Mussadiq was 
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silenced in 1928 when he was not "re-elected" to the majlis, after which he 
retired to his estate and was put under house arrest in 1940-41. Other 
opposition personalities were arrested, exiled or retired from public life; in 
all Upton estimates several hundred state-sponsored political murders dur¬ 
ing Reza Shah's reign. The majlis degenerated into a totally compliant 
rubber stamp quite early on. The four political parties that had seats in the 
late 1920s were all essentially pro-regime, but Reza abruptly dissolved them, 
again fearing the emergence of articulate rivals. Majlis deputies continued 
to be elected every two years, but as private individuals rather than as 
members of parties. Landlords, non-bazaar businessmen, and senior civil 
servants constituted up to 84 percent of all deputies in the Reza Shah period, 
while the number of ulama dropped from twenty-four in 1925 to virtually 
none by 1940. Elections from the sixth majlis (1926) to the thirteenth (1940) 
were carefully controlled through the ministry of the interior with the aid 
of the provincial governors. Thus Reza kept up constitutional appearances 
but in reality acted as a "constitutional dictato^' who brooked no organized 
dissent within the state and ruthlessly crushed any outside it^ 

A final, non-institutional pillar of the new state was its economic re¬ 
sources, on a scale and scope far outstripping the Qajar dynasty's and 
indeed harking back to the Safavids' position of economic hegemony under 
Shah 'Abbas, with his silk monopoly. Total state revenues grew over fifteen 
times between 1924 and 1941, from 237 million rials to 3.61 billion rials.^ Oil 
revenues rose tenfold from 469,000 pounds sterling in 1919/20 to 4,271,000 
pounds in 1939/40. Since this represented as little as 10 percent (and possibly 
up to 25 percent) of state income, the vast majority must have come from 
other sources, with significant contributions from the state trade and indus¬ 
trial monopolies (28 percent), the land tax (10-20 percent), customs (about 
10 percent), the new income taxes (about 7 percent), and government 
monopoly taxes on tea and sugar (over 5 percent), these last being items of 
mass consumption.® Expenditures rose enormously in this period as well, 
from 276 million rials in 1928 to 4.17 billion rials by 1941. As spending rose 
however, priorities shifted: State investment in industries and trade leaped 
from 1.1 percent of budget allocations in 1928 to 24.1 percent in 1941, while 
direct defense spending fell from 40.4 to 14.2 percent (though still growing 
fourfold in absolute terms). The only other large allocation in 1941 went to 
"communications" (26.2 percent, some of which was indirect military spend¬ 
ing), while health accounted for only 2.0 percent of the budget and agricul¬ 
ture a mere 2.9 percent (up from nothing in 1928). The budget, which had 
been balanced in 1925, went into a deficit of 710 million rials by 1941 (about 
$39 million), the result of massive spending on the military, the railroad, and 
industries. 

Largely in order to finance construction of the Trans-Iranian Railway— 
Reza Shah's gigantic symbol of state power, national independence, and 
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economic development—the state moved to gain control of Iran's foreign 
trade, exchange rates, and currency. When Iran's balance of payments and 
the value of its currency deteriorated at the end of the 1920s, a state 
monopoly on foreign trade was declared in 1930. The government was less 
interested in direct control of trade than in avoiding deficits and capturing 
some of the foreign exchange earned by exports so it could import goods 
for the railroad. Monopolies on specific items of trade were awarded to 
government agencies or private companies. By the mid-1930s the state had 
direct or indirect control of about one-third of imports and one-half of 
exports and Iran managed a slight surplus in its trade generally in that 
decade. In 1936 multiple exchange rates for various categories of exports 
were tried, with negative consequences for Iran's trade relations, forcing 
the country into extensive barter arrangements with Germany and the 
USSR. The long-awaited dream of a national bank was finally realized in 
1927/28 when the Bank Melli was established and empowered to issue 
currency and regulate fiscal policy. These measures went part of the way 
toward addressing Iran's unequal relationship with the core powers of the 
world-economy, as well as helping cushion the impact of the great depres¬ 
sion, but their limits will become apparent in discussing the domestic and 
international sides of the political economy below.® 

The new power of the state was not without an effect on its autocratic 
head's personal wealth. Despite a pious pronouncement in 1926 that the 
desire for wealth "causes considerable mental annoyance and prevents one 
from devoting his attention to the public interests," by the end of his reign 
Reza Shah had become the wealthiest man in Iran. His account at the 
National Bank rose from one million rials in 1930 to 680 million by 1941 
(worth seven million pounds sterling). He had in addition acquired enor¬ 
mous estates covering three million acres and owned shares in "numerous 
local factories, companies and monopolies that yielded excellent returns."^® 
His land-grabbing habits were notorious. Landlords offered him "gifts" of 
their land, either out of terror or under duress. Some were compensated 
with lands elsewhere in the country. Nearly all of Reza's home province of 
Mazandaran and large areas of nearhy Gilan and Gurgan—the rice baskets 
of Iran—^became his private property. In this way he came to possess an 
estimated two thousand villages with over 235,000 inhabitants. Though 
Wilber questions whether Reza was "aware of all the methods used [by 
zealous agents] in his name," he admits that "Finally, as one of his associates 
remarked, he owned so much land that he was happiest on rainy days 
because they were the best for the crops."^^ 

At the heart of the regime's legitimation project lay a contradictory and 
ambivalent mixture of nationalism and Westernization. Nationalism was of 
course very much in the air in the international system of the 1930s, not just 
in its fascist variants but also in such Third World cases as the Mexican state 
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after the 1910-20 revolution and in Atatiirk's Turkey. In the case of Iran 
Banaiu notes the paradox presented by this period, simultaneously one of 
"intense Westernization" and on the other hand, xenophobia, "suspicion 
and resentment" towards the West^^ order to strengthen Iran against 
the West—particularly the long-standing encroachments of Great Britain 
and "Russia"—Reza borrowed heavily from the West a host of economic, 
political, and judicial concepts and realities, from dress codes to urban 
architecture, judicial statutes to the educational system, secular ideologies 
glorifying the state and nation to modem industry and technology. 

Reza's own attitudes toward the West suggest a complex love-hate 
relationship. In a speech to students departing for European universities in 
1930 he revealed a strange admiration for the West's "morals": 

Our chief aim in sending you to Europe is that you should receive a moral 
education, for we note that Western countries have acquired a high standing 
as a result of their thorough moral education. Were it merely for scientific 
instruction it would not have been necessary to send you abroad. We could 
have engaged foreign instructors.^^ 

He went on to express a peculiar hope for the effect exposure to the West 
might have on Iranians: 

I don't want to turn the Persian into a bad copy of a European. That is not 
necessary, for he has mighty traditions behind him. I mean to make out of my 
countrymen the best possible Persians. Theyneednotbeparticularly Western 
or particularly Eastern. Each country has a mold of its own, which should be 
developed and improved until it turns out a citizen who is not a replica of 
anyone else, but cin individual sure of himself and proud of his nationality.^^ 

At the same time he felt that "Persia must learn to do without foreigners."^® 
He thus wanted to emulate the West in order to become independent and 
strong, a contradiction-ridden aspiration. Katouzian coins the term 
"pseudo-modernism" to capture the superficiality of this effort to appropri¬ 
ate the achievements of the West^® 

Reza Shah's nationalism, too, differed from much earlier Iranian nation¬ 
alism in that it was cast in secular rather than Islamic terms and focused on 
the might and glory of the state and shah. The only variety of nationalism 
permitted was what Keddie designates as "officid nationalism stressing 
national homogeneity, anticlericalism, and a modernity and strength that 
were read into the pre-Islamic past''^^ Tellingly, at the instigation of the 
Iranian embassy in Nazi Germany, the shah decreed in 1934 that the name 
of the coimtry in the West should be "Iran" and not "Persia"; the new name 
"invoked ancient glory and signified the birthplace of the Aryan race."!® 
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The pre-Islamic ideal was also used as a wedge in the drive for secularism: 
"Although no frontal attacks were ever made on Islam, the new generation 
was taught to regard it as an alien faith imposed on Iran by an inferior 
civilization."^^ Thus the notion of royal glory was reinvoked to place the 
shah at the top of society as "king of kings/' the undisputed ruler of his 
country. 

In order to assert this autocratic self-conception, Reza Shah's state made 
various efforts to legitimize itself before the Iranian people and was cer¬ 
tainly more self-confident in this regard than the Qajars had been. The 
regime's ideology can be discerned as it was propagated by the "Department 
of Public Enlightenment," formed within the ministry of education in the 
late 1930s: "This organization sponsored public lectures by well-known 
authorities and professional men on a wide range of topics, including ethics, 
histoiy, hygiene, literature, social sciences, education, and 'modernism. 


patriotism and loyalty to the sovereign and the remarkable improvements 
achieved in the country in recent years'."^ Wilber notes: "Apparently 
modelled after the examples of the Nazi and Fascist propaganda machines, 
the organization was designed to channel public thinMng along desired 
lines, to acquaint the public with the activities of the government, to e nlis t 
popular support for the government, and to arose national consciousness 
and pride."2l As mentioned above, the educational system as a whole w^ 
geared to inculcate secularism, as well as nationalism and the glories of the 
Iranian imperial state. 

How deeply did the regime's attempt to secure its own legitimation touch 
Iranian sodety? The reforms of Reza Shah and the claims of his state were 


aimed primarily at winning the hearts and minds of the urban population, 
whose several components were at best split in their approval of him. 
Peasant sodety was largely unaffected in this period, while the tribes were 
brutally and forcibly made to settle. Reza Sh^'s state ultimately reposed 
on force and in this respect, while his centralization and economic devel¬ 
opment polides evoked the Safavid period, the lack of deep legitimation 
and the military underpinning of the new Pahlavi state also hearkened back 
to the harsh reign of Nadir Shah.^ The question of dvil sodety's reaction 
to the legitimation claims of Reza's state can only be fully answered after 
considering the economic shape of sodety and the crushing of all sodal 
movements in this period. 


Economy and Qass Structure 

The 1930s were the key transitional era between the pre-capitalist depen¬ 
dent development of the Qajar period and the capitalist dependent devel- 
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opment of the post-World War 11 period. The nature and extent of the 
economic and class changes in Iran's social structure is thus a matter of 
considerable importance, on which various observers have taken rather 
different positions.^ This chapter addresses these issues and debates 
through the prism of our concept of dependent development: The present 
section will sketch in one side of this by analyzing the class structure 
empirically and in modes of production terms, while the next will document 
the world-systemic constraints placed on Iran's growth—the two sections 
taken together indicate the parameters of a transitional phase of dependent 
development by exploring its internal and external possibilities and limits. 
Despite the problem of finding wholly reliable data for this period, there 
yet exist enough good historiographic materials for our purpose here, 
namely, the mapping of Iranian class structure in the interwar period. 

Population data indicate steady overall growth with some significant 
internal shifts as well. The total population of Iran, estimated at around ten 
million people between 1900 and 1914, grew by almost 50 percent, to 14.6 
million in 1940. The compound rate of population growth, which due to war 
and famine had been only 0.08 percent a year for 1900-1926, increased 
considerably to 1.50 percent annually for 1926-1940. By sector there were 
some dramatic shifts. In 1900 the population was 20.9 percent urban (2.07 
million people), 25.1 percent tribal (2.47 million), and 54.0 percent peasant 
(5.32 miUion). 1940 estimates suggest 22.0 percent urban (3.20 million), only 
6.9 percent tribal (about one million), and some 71.1 percent peasant (10.35 
million). This reflects the devastating degree of sedentarization and semi¬ 
settlement of the tribal sector. Other data on the labor force suggest a fall 
for the agricultural sector from 90 percent of the total population in 1906 to 
85 percent in 1926 to 75 percent in 1946, though the number of agricultural 
workers grew in absolute terms from 3,431,000 to 3,828,000.^ Stimulated by 
military conscription, factory production, and the huge railroad projects, 
the urban population grew at 2.30 percent a year from 1935 to 1940, com¬ 
pared with only 1.30 percent in the rural sector. Six cities boasted popula¬ 
tions of 100,000 or more by 1940, according to various estimates: Tehran 
(540,000), Isfahan (250,000), Tabriz (200-300,000), Mashhad (200,000), Shiraz 
(200,000), and the new oil terminus at Abadan (100,000). Iran was thus 
becoming somewhat more urban and industrial at the end of this period, 
but still retained a vast majority of its population on the land. 


Rural Modes of Production 

The two long-standing modes of production in rural Iran—the peasant 
crop-sharing and the pastoral-nomadic—continued to operate, with the 
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fonner largely intact, but the latter entering a serious crisis due to state 
policy. 

The principal types of landholding identified for the sixteenth to nine¬ 
teenth centuries in chapters two and four persisted in the 1925-1941 period, 
but their relative importance shifted decisively in favor of large privately- 
owned estates. A survey of various estimates from the 1930s and 1940s 


suggests the following rough proportions: 10 percent state lands, 10 to 25 
percent vaqfs, 5 to 15 percent small-holdings, and 50 to 80 percent large 
estates.^ The key development in this period was the consolidation and 
growth of large, absentee-owned estates. Reza Shah set the precedent for 
this by his massive acquisitions through confiscation and purchase. Land¬ 
lords used their power in the courts to register much land to which they 
held dubious tide. Mahdi claims that just thirty-seven families owned 20,000 
villages in 1941. A1949 survey of 1,300 villages in the Tehran area showed 
that dve percent of the landlords owned 83 percent of the land, while 85 
percent of the rural population was either landless (60 percent) or owned 
less than one hectare (25 percent).^^ 

The predominant mode of production in agriculture continued to be the 
peasant crop-sharing mode theorized in chapter two. Lambton found share- 
cropping the most common form of relation between peasant and landlord, 
as did San] abi, whose 1934 study observed its prevalence on the land of large 
and middle landowners. The 1934 civil code defined sharecropping, but did 
not stipulate any particuliir division of shares, and "contracts" were gener¬ 
ally of the customary verbal type. The actual share taken by the landlord 
varied widely by region, local custom, type of crop, and which party 
provided water, animal power, fertilizer, tools, and seed. On the whole 
landlords probably took one-third to one-half of the total crop.^ This does 
not mean that individual peasants kept one-half to two-thirds of the re¬ 
mainder, for it was often subdivided among several tenants and various 
other shares were given to people who provided services in the village. 
Sharecropping peasants had certain customary rights to cultivate but in 
practice often lacked true security of tenure. Though evictions might not be 
common due to the strength of tradition and the relative scarcity of labor 
in many places, around large cities the opposite prevailed, with very few 
openings for peasants to become sharecroppers. 

Export and commercialized agriculture likewise continued to exist, but 
there is little sign that these forms deepened significantly beyond the levels 
of Qajar times. The drive to produce locally some of the vast quantities of 
sugar consumed in Iran led to a switch to beet crops around the refineries, 
but peasants seem to have found this a questionable improvement in their 


lot as it led to increased supervision and the indebtedness a money economy 


usually brought Between 1925 and 1939 annual production of wheat grew 


67 percent, barley 36 percent, rice 44 percent, cotton 90 percent, and tobacco 
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114 percent Silk, cotton, tea, and tobacco were sold on the world market; 
of the major subsistence crops one estimate for the late 1940s is that two 
percent of production was exported. One major cash crop—opium—^which 
had accounted for 10-15 percent of Iran's visible exports in the 1920s and 30 
percent of the world's opium, declined by two-thirds after the state prohib¬ 
ited or restricted its cultivation.^ Other cash crops were supposed to 
replace it, but as the government paid minimal attention to agriculture, no 
real export boom occurred. We may thus conclude that while there were a 
few signs of capitalist agriculture at the level of the world-market and of 
the middlemen domestically, Iran's settled agriculture remained dominated 
by the peasant crop-sharing mode of production. 

In terms of overall performance, Iranian agriculture in the 1930s basically 
seems to have kept up with population growth, but did not register any 
conspicuous qualitative improvements. Relative to the industrial and oil 
sectors its share in the gross national product declined steadily from about 
80-90 percent in 1900 to about 50 percent in the 1930s. Since the agricultural 
work force accounted for 75 percent or more of Iran's total labor force, 
productivity lagged compared with the more dynamically expanding urban 
sector. Still, output of the basic grains rose 52.5 percent for 1925-39, as 
against 25 percent for land under cultivation and 22 percent in population, 
so some improvement did occur, and most importantly, output exceeded 
population growth by a factor of two or more. Iran in 1940 was still 
fundamentally self-sufficient in food (leaving aside sugar and tea, which 
were imported in great quantities even as domestic production rose): Rice 
and grain were actually exported in certain years, although wheat was 
sometimes imported from abroad in the 1930s." 

Three main reasons can be adduced for the limited development of 
agriculture in this period. First, agricultural techniques did not change at 
all. There was virtually no mechanization of agriculture, drilling of deep 
wells, or systematic introduction of new seed varieties, except for a few 
scattered experiments on Reza Shah's properties or by the minority of 
progressively-minded landowners. Reaping and threshing continued to be 
done by hand. Secondly, the government paid little attention to the devel¬ 
opment of agriculture. There was no land reform outside of a mismanaged 
and corrupt attempt on crown lands in distant Sistan. In fact the opposite 
of a land reform occurred to the extent that the power and security of large 
landlords was stabilized and enhanced. Agricultural policy in general was 
virtually ignored and the budget allocated to this vast sector of the national 
economy was miniscule. Government pricing policies actually worked 
against agricultural expansion. The failure to address the problem of land 
reform points to a third factor—the stagnationist tendencies within the 
crop-sharing mode of production itself. The mechanics of sharecropping 
discouraged production or productivity increases on aU sides. Peasants 
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feared that bringing in a larger crop would only lead to greater demands 
on them; a larger than normal output went mostly to the landlord in any 
case who took the greater share of the crop. By the same token, the landlord 
already received such a large share that there was little incentive to invest 
in land improvements. The result of these tendencies in technique, state 
policy, and extraction of surplus was to leave the existing system more or 
less intact, which meant a building pressure on the agrarian sector as 
population began to grow steadily.^ The continuation of these trends after 
the war would have major consequences for Iran's social structure. 

Iran's landlord class suffered some changes in its composition and power 
vis-^-vis the state, but on the whole remained intact in the 1930s and 
continued in its strong position vis-a-vis the peasantry. Certain older 
landed families and tribal khans lost estates, while merchants, contractors, 
military officers, and bureaucrats, as well as Reza Shah himself, all acquired 
land. This partial circulation of incumbents was not in itself an unusual 
development after the rise of a new dynasty and operated within set limits. 
Abrahamian observes that thirty-seven of the fifty cabinet members from 
1925 to 1941 "had been bom into titled and aristocratic families."^^ Land¬ 
lords also made up a large portion of the majlis deputies. What was new was 
the relative diminution of landlord political authority generally, as be¬ 
moaned by a landlord in the Maragheh area: "Before Reza Shah, everybocty 
was a king. But after Reza Shah came to power, he controlled all of us."^^ 
Abolishing their aristocratic titles, Reza Shah brought the landed elite 
clearly to a level below himself in terms of political authority. Though much 
landed resentment of Reza Shah undoubtedly remained, accommodation 
and adaptation were the order of the day. If their political power was 
somewhat circumscribed, their wealth was left largely intact, with no land 
reform or shift in the tax burden. Many landlords in fact expanded their 
holdings and influence in their regions. While the profits to be made in 
agriculture started to lag behind those possible in Ae urban sector they 
continued to run at 10-15 percent a year. In the late 1940s Hadary made the 
rough estimate of an annual income of $2,300 per landlord family, some ten 
times that of his estimate for peasant incomes and undoubtedly many times 
lower than the income of the larger landlords.^^ Finally, on their own estates 
landlord power and authority may have undergone some alteration, but 
remained great Though Lambton judges that since the Constitutional 
revolution, "the status of the large landed proprietor [had been altered] 
from that of a petty territorial prince to that of an ordinary landowner," Lyle 
Hayden's sketch of a typical village on the central plateau suggests that this 
still entailed great power: "The owner has absolute control of the business 
affairs of the land, and to a large extent controls the personal destiny of each 
inhabitant"^ 
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What was the situation of Iran's three and a half million peasants and 
their families? The typical village, if it was large enough, was somewhat 
differentiated internally. While the majority of the work force would be 
landless sharecropping tenants there would also be a group of crafts and 
service people, including one or more blacksmiths, carpenters, bathkeepers, 
barbers, and ulama, all of whom received a share of the crop for their services 
or were paid by the occasion. There would likely also be a group of poor 
peasants who were not only landless but also without the right to share- 
crop, who had to hire themselves out in times of peak work, or migrate to 
nearby towns in search of part-time employment. Peasant women made 
significant contributions to meager family incomes by weaving, collecting 
the chaff in the fields after the harvest, and in some places working in the 
fields, such as on the rice plantations of the Caspian and as hired labor at 
harvest time, as, for example in Kirman where they received one-half the 
already low pay of casual male labor.^® Peasant incomes were at the subsis¬ 
tence level or below in the 1930s. The state turned the terms of trade against 
the rural population by keeping grain prices low for the urban sector.^ Data 
on sharecropping incomes suggests they were as low as $100-200 a year or 
less and certainly these varied from region to region and even within 
villages.37 In one estimate from the Tehran area, four cultivators in a work 
team produced 100 loads of wheat, and after distribution of shares to the 
landowner (47.5 loads), for seed (7.5-10 loads), for the blacksmith, 
bathkeeper, ulama, and field guard (8 loads in all), and to the owner of the 
oxen (17-18.5 loads) each peasantwas left with about 4.5 loads of wheat (1300 
kilograms). This share was "clearly insufficient to support him and his 
family unless supplemented from oAer sources."^ Other sources of income 
and consumption were the weaving done by women, tending of small 
garden plots, or ownership of a few animals. Even the small-holder who 
owned a bit of property could slip below the margin of self-sufficiency 
unless income was derived from other activities. The state moreover could 
now seriously undermine one's source of livelihood by requiring military 
service at inopportune times. In the end, inevitable shortfalls had to be made 
good by recourse to moneylenders.^^ 

The overall standard of living of Iran's peasantry was not very satisfac¬ 
tory, to say the least Many observers held it to have deteriorated by the end 
of Reza Shah's reign.^ Even if the standard of living remained stationary, 
this meant great hardship. Diet in a typical peasant household might be 
"breakfast: bread and tea; lunch: bread and mawst (yoghurt); dinner: bread, 
mawst, and tea."^^ As Keddie concludes, "peasants were usually hungry."^ 
A 1950s survey by the United Nations found daily caloric intzike in Iran at 
under 1800 calories per adult, "the lowest in the entire impoverished Middle 
EasL"^^ Health conditions were equally abysmal: In the late 1940s one study 
found "Infant mortality is estimated at 50 percent; rural life expectancy is 
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about 27 years; diseases affect the majority of the people; and most villages 
are without any kind of health facilities."^ Obviously, to become sick was 
a serious affair. Schools were rarely found in villages in this period, nor 
could children be easily spared from agricultural and household labor. In 
general landlords made little or no improvements in the educational, hous¬ 
ing, or health situation of peasants.^ 

Iran's tribal sector was severely affected by state policy in the Reza Shah 
period. His experience of tribal pacification campaigns after 1921 had im¬ 
bued him with the attitude that tribespeople were "uncouth, unproductive, 
unruly, and uneducated savages who have been left behind in the primitive 
state of nature."^ Lambton feels that such attitudes, or at least state policy 
based on them, had "the general support of the non-tribal element of the 
population of the country."^ Given this climate of opinion, the full weight 
of the state was thrown into the battle against the tribal population, first to 
establish central authority once and for all in a continuation of the military 
campaigns of the 1920s, then to "civilize" the tribes and bring them into the 
modem world by a program of forced sedentarization. Qashqa'i, Arab, Lur, 
and other revolts were quelled between 1927 and 1932. After disarming the 
tribes, their migration routes were blockaded in an effort to compel them to 
settle and become cultivating peasants rather than pastoralists. Sometimes 
they were given or sold state land and seed as inducements, often in areas 
far from their migration routes and of limited agricultural value. Military 
governors were installed in tribal areas, conscription was applied to the 
tribesmen, and the authorities fined, imprisoned, or shot those who re¬ 
sisted, sometimes on such pretexts as failure to observe the 1928 uniform 
dress code. The building of roads and railways enhanced the government s 
powers of surveillance and control, while settlement was accompanied by 
stricter collection of taxes. 

The impact of these policies on the tribes varied, but was generally 
devastating. There was naturally resistance, but the stmggle against the 
growing military, economic, and administrative resources of the Pahlavi 
state was increasingly unequal. Tribal population and production declined 
dramatically, on the whole. Enormous loss of life is suggested by Bharieris 
staggering statistic that there were 2,470,000 nomads in 1900, but that by 
1932, this had fallen to about one million (the difference covers both those 
who settled and those who died).^ Such great human losses seriously 
undermined the pastoral economy and supply of livestock products in the 
country. Production of meat, leather, hides, and dairy goods all must have 
declined, as well as the provision of animals for transport*’ Forced settle¬ 
ment meant that the same numbers of animals could no longer be main¬ 
tained, while the poor quality of the lands the tribes received and the lack 
of support in making what would have been under any circumstances an 
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inconceivably difficult transition to a new mode of life, condemned the new 
tribal "peasantry" to the most marginal settled existence. 

The two main constituent classes of the pastoral nomadic mode, khans 
and ordinary tribespeople, both felt the effects of the devastation of their 
ways of life, but naturally continued to be far separated in their relationship 
to the surplus produced and in their life chances generally. Qashqa'i, 
Bakhtiari, Boir Ahmadi, and Mamassani khans paid dearly for resisting the 
state's authority, by banishment, house arrest in Tehran, confiscation of 
property, imprisonment, or ultimately, with their lives. Other leaders fared 
better and were brought into line with more conciliatory approaches or 
outright cooptation. The Qavam family of Shiraz received state lands in 
distant Khurasan and Mazandaran in exchange for the local lands it for¬ 
feited. They and many others retained considerable wealth, though now as 
much under the heading of large landlords as under that of tribal khans. 
Those who were kept hostage at Tehran could live fairly comfortably and 
their metamorphosis into part of the settled elite was cemented by the 
education of their children in Tehran or even in Europe.^ 

At the opposite end of this class relation were the members of the tribes, 
the (till then) migrating pastoralist population. Their condition without 
doubt deteriorated during the Reza Shah period. Forced to settle, or at best 
with their migration routes disrupted and more tightly controlled, their 
standard of living suffered enormously. Impoverishment was the natural 
and obvious result of this experience. In settled communities their diet, 
housing, and health conditions could not have been better than those of 
the peasantry discussed already, and, given the radical break with their 
previous way of life, must often have been not only worse than they had 
enjoyed under pastoralism, but worse than the conditions of the long¬ 
standing peasant population. Conscription, disarming, increased taxes, 
systematic and arbitrary harassment by the military authorities in their 
areas all took a toll. Once settled, tribespeople tended to be more exploited 
by their khans and the government than other peasants—a cruel loss of 
livelihood, status, and well-being was the result Tribal women continued 
to perform more labor and (as a result) possessed more personal freedom 
than women in the urban or agricultural sectors, though as migration gave 
way to farming, they may have come somewhat closer to the norms of 
peasant sodety.^^ 

The hard experience of the coerdve might of the state undoubtedly made 
its mark on tribal attitudes and political consdousness. The Fahlavi state 
did not rule the tribes with strong legitimation claims but rather by armed 
force or its threat Repression politicized many tribes to see their own 
identities in terms of their migration routes, costumes and culture generally, 
and language. In a sense strong ethnic minorities really coalesced in this 
period in the resistance to "Persianization."®^ Exposure to industrial and 
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urban settings (such as that of the Bakhtiari who worked in the oil fields) 
also led in some cases to the spread of new political ideas of freedom and 
equality which played a role in certain uprisings examined below. The thin 
veneer of the success of the government's policy was exposed after 1941 
when many tribespeople resumed their migrations in the new political 
space opened by the abdication of the shah, a development that belongs to 
chapter seven. But the toll that had been exacted in the 1930s was, unfortu¬ 
nately, extremely high. 


Urban Modes ofProdaction 

Iran's urban modes of production remained two—the petty-commodity 
in the craft sector and the capitalist in the industrial sector—^but the capi¬ 
talist mode now began to expand greatly both in absolute terms and relative 
to artisanal production. In the 1930s the state took the lead in extending the 
development of capitalism in Iran (though the private sector played more 
than a small part in this process). A major portion of the state's development 
resources went into infrastructural projects of which the most spectacular 
was the railroad. While a major coup for the state's image, the 850-mile long 
Trans-Iranian Railroad was a wasteful, costly project with numerous draw¬ 
backs—it proved inflationary, served minimal economic purposes, by¬ 
passed most important cities and lowered the living standard as it was paid 
for by a regressive tax on tea and sugar. At 35,000 pounds sterling per mile, 
to build its equivalent in motor vehicle roads would have cost about 1-1.5 
percent as much. Its main practical function seems to have been to improve 
internal security south of Tehran by making the military more mobile, while 
to the north it facilitated trade toward the Soviet Union, not coincidentally 
making Reza's properties in Mazandaran more valuable. Other in¬ 
frastructural developments occurred as well, including 20,000 kilometers of 
roads, the inauguration of air transport, installation of electric power in all 
major cities (though water systems remained unimproved), and in commu- 
nications.53 The result of these investments was that Iran's infrastructure 
for capitalist and industrial development was markedly enhanced between 
1925 and 1941, though still remaining at a low level with respect to other 
Middle Eastern countries and with much capital used unwisely to build the 
railroad. 

While chapter four documented the inauguration of factory production 
in Iran in the pre-World War I period, it is fair to say that industrialimtion 
really began on a significant scale only in the 1920s and was further 
consolidated in the 1930s. The government played a major role in initiating 
this process, but private capital participated in sizable amounts too, as did 
mixed private-state ventures. Though the Iranian state does not seem to 
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have consciously carried out a strategy of import-substitution industrializa¬ 
tion (ISI), seeking to create industries that would meet domestic consump¬ 
tion needs and reduce imports, to a great extent this is the type of 
industrialization that occurred, with textiles, food-processing, and auxiliary 
industries all fitting this pattern. Actual state policies did not or could not 
however include such measures as protective tariffs for Iran's fledgling 
factories, while distorted and incorrect foreign exchange rates actually 
made certain imports more attractive than local products after 1936.®^ There 
is no doubt that the government meant to promote industrialization gener¬ 
ally and that a great amount was accomplished in this regard, planned or 
not, by 1941. The number of factories grew from less than twenty in 1925 
(only five larger than fifty workers) to something over 300 small and large 
factories (twenty-eight had more than 500 workers) by 1941. By that date 
some $260 million had been invested, about one-third by the state and over 
one-half from private capital.^^ Korby's list of 105 enterprises in 1941 sug¬ 
gests that 21 percent were state-owned, 55 percent private (but these em¬ 
ployed only 13.5 percent of the work force), 24 percent jointly managed by 
the two sectors and 1 percent foreign-owned (the oil industry, which 
employed 40 percent of the workers).^ The state's largest sector was in 
textiles; it was the only employer in sugar refining, tobacco, and cement, 
the major employer in food-processing, and accounted for nearly all of the 
metalwork industry. The private sector's biggest roles were in textiles, 
food-processing, and chemicals, with the key area of joint state-private 
ventures being textiles. Cotton, wool, and silk textiles were the largest 
sector, with 50-60 percent of the industrial work force and thirty-four of the 
fifty-seven factories with over 200 workers. The second leading area was in 
processing agricultural products, involving eight sugar refineries, one large 
tobacco plant, facilities for tea, beverages, rice, preserves, meat, and other 
food products. Other industries included a highly successful cement sector, 
matches, soap, paper, glass, and chemicals. A small military sector was also 
developed, with munitions and armaments factories and equipment repair 
facilities. Plans were made for heavy industries in iron and steel and blast 
furnaces were imported from Germany but World War II interrupted the 
project®^ 

For all these accomplishments, Reza Shah's industrialization program 
had several drawbacks and limitations. First, it was both highly specialized 
and overconcentrated in a few places, notably Tehran, Tabriz, Isfahan, and 
a few sites in Reza's privileged area of the Caspian. Secondly, as argued 
already, it was not conducted according to any well-conceived plan. A third 
area of problems had to do with costs, profits, and investment The $260 
million invested in all industries combined only equalled the amount spent 
on the railroad, proving that the latter project cut into Iran's developmental 
potential. The state sector in particular was notorious for its high produc- 
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tion costs and low profits; indeed, practically all state factories seem to have 
lost money. Finally, though Iran did make great strides compared with the 
Qajar period, it continued to lag well behind other Middle Eastern in- 
dustridizers such as Turkey and Egypt throughout the 1930s.^ 

The capitalist class in Iran continued to be split among state, foreign, and 
local capital, all of which grew in this period. The state sector encompassed 
the managers of the state-owned industries and Reza Shah himself who 
owned shares in a number of companies. Foreign capital, consisting mainly 
of the British-run oil operations and the Soviet fisheries, will be dealt with 
below. Within Iran's private sector two main components can be discerned: 
owners and managers of the new industries on the one hand, and large- 
scale merchants and contractors on the other. Two schools of thought exist 
on this new industrial bourgeoisie. One argues that it was small and 
insignificant vis-a-vis the state and not particularly forthcoming in starting 
up new factories; the other sees this group as growing by leaps and 
bounds.®^ Both positions have merit: While it is true that Iran's capitalists 
were more attracted to commerce than industry and that the state had to 
capitalize some of the largest industrial concerns, it is also the case that by 
1941 the vast majority of industrial enterprises were in the private sector. 
Iran's new factory owners seem to have come from among the large mer¬ 
chants, state bureaucrats, and perhaps some landed families. The profits to 
be made were quite attractive, largely because of the captive character of 
the domestic market, whose consumers were forced to pay high prices for 
low quality. By one estimate dividends in industry averaged over 22 percent 
a year between 1931 and 1937. After 1935 industrial profits swelled with 
inflation which redistributed income upwards. Profits from trade and gov¬ 
ernment contracts may have been even greater than from industry and this 
spawned the second component of Iran's private sector capitalist class—the 
"merchants, monopolists, contractors and politician-favorites" mentioned 
in Millspaugh's epigraph to this chapter, to which may be added specula¬ 
tors, smugglers, and profiteers. The foreign trade and exchange monopolies 
discriminated against Iran's traditional merchant class in the bazaar in favor 
of a few large trading firms, mostly in Tehran, which enjoyed government 
connections. Small traders were forced out of business, unable to obtain 
import and export licenses, especially in the provinces. Windfall profits 
were made in foreign trade throughout the 1930s. Contractors in construc¬ 
tion and building materials also profited from the creation of the railroad, 
state factories, and other infrastructure. Another group consisted of indi¬ 
viduals involved in smuggling and black market operations. This sector as 
a whole depended not only on the state (as did the industrial capitalists to 
a large degree), but also had ties to the foreign markets in which they bought 
and sold, making them a dependent, or comprador-type bourgeoisie.®^ 
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Iran's (non-craft) working class grew considerably in the 1930s, reaching, 
according to various estimates, from 170,000 to 260,000 people in alL^l The 
largest sector consisted of the 60,000 construction laborers, followed by 
20-30,000 each in textile factories, the oil industry, wool and rice cleaning, 
and transportation. Other sizable categories included railwaymen, food¬ 
processing workers, dockers, and fishery workers. There were perhaps 
45,000 factory workers in all.^^ Working conditions naturally varied by 
sector, but the long hours, low wages, and exploitation of women and 
children discerned for the 1920s in chapter four persisted: Conditions were 
likened to "slavery" by both British and American observers. Wages in 
textile mills were about 1.5-2 rials (8-11 cents) for a ten-hour day in 1934-37; 
this rose to 3-6 rials a day for men and 1-2 for girls in 1941. (Textile wages of 
six pence a day in Iran compared with 63 pence in Britain, 23 in India and 
14 in Japan in 1936.) Construction labor made 2-3 rials for a twelve-hour day 
around 1930. A decline in real wages is quite probable: Pay raises lagged 
behind inflation by 30-50 percent between 1920 and 1940, according to a 
1941 U.S. embassy report Floor:'s data on wages and food prices suggests a 
subsistence-level standard of living for the working class in Pars and 
Azarbaijan. In these circumstances it is not surprising that working-class 
consciousness developed to some degree, especially in the large industrial 
settings of the oil fields, railroads, textiles, and other factories. Though 
strikes were banned and the trade union movement was outlawed, labor 
was still not inactive as will be evident in assessing social movements below. 
But both the political and economic pressures on Iran's growing working 
class were very great and survival must have taken precedence over mili¬ 
tancy under these conditions. 

In the petty-commodity mode of production, artisans, craftspeople, and 
small traders suffered political and economic losses relative to the state and 
capitalist sector during this period. Economically the hardest impact came 
not from the state but from industrial production and imported manufac¬ 
tures. The state abolished taxes on over 230 guilds and income taxes were 
very low. Urban development, however, laid out straight, broad streets 
which sometimes cut through part of the bazaar, creating opportunities for 
new shops to open outside of the bazaar, accessible to automobile traffic. 
And insofar as the state promoted industrialization, artisanal production 
declined. The expansion of textiles, metalwork, and other machine-pro¬ 
duced factory articles, in conjunction with the dramatic reduction of trans¬ 
port costs after 1930, was the main source of craft decline. Estimates of the 
total craft sector vary enormously, from Abdullaev's very low 10,000 to 
Floor's 250,000, which seems closer to the mark. Artisans' wages were 
estimated at five to ten krans a day circa 1928, some two to three times higher 
than factory labor. A slightly more varied and nutritious diet than for the 
rural population may be inferred as well.®^ 
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A second class associated with the petty-commodity mode of production, 
as in the past, were merchants. A number of the largest merchants left the 
bazaar to participate in the large trade monopolies and industries, propel¬ 
ling them fully into the capitalist mode of production. The many who were 
left behind continued to operate on a smaller scale and were undoubtedly 
harmed by the general trends in the petty-commodity mode during this 
period. Some merchants were forced out of business. All who travelled from 
city to city required an official permit, so the state's hand was never far from 
this sector. The numbers of these small and medium merchants remained 
great however and it should be kept in mind that in class terms they 
continued to exploit the artisans, journeymen, and day laborers in descend¬ 
ing order below themselves. 

On the political plane, guilds were more closely supervised by the state 
than at any time in the past, having to report their meetings to the local 
police, who could send someone to observe. In terms of political culture, 
the bazaar remained a bastion of support for Islam and presumably of 
growing resentment against the state, tempered slightly perhaps by appre¬ 
ciation for the provision of security. Small traders seem to have had littie 
affection for the shah, and collective memories of heroic participation in the 
C onstitutional revolution lingered as well. Again it is hard to accept Upton's 
view that "such things as the novelties and superficial improvements 
around [the artisan] gave him a sense of satisfaction and pride which at least 
counterbalanced his resentments."^ 

The intelligentsia, ulama, and urban marginal classes can be considered 
urban groups or classes that in the 1930s were no longer strictly speaking 
constituent classes of either urban mode of production but rather had 
members in both the capitalist and petty-commodity modes. The situations 
of these three classes did vary a great deal however: The intelligentsia was 
primarily a capitalist class and the ulama a bazaar-based (petty-commodity) 
one, and both were intermediate groups or classes in the urban social 
structure, while the marginal classes were truly split between the two 
modes of production and were at the bottom of urban society as an under¬ 
class. The situations of Iran's religious minorities and urban women gener¬ 
ally also cut across Iran's class structure. 

The intelligentsia, consisting of teachers, students, doctors, lawyers, 
artists, writers, publishers, and some civil servants, grew along with the 
state in the 1930s. The social prestige of intellectuals, particularly those 
educated abroad, rose greatly. Abrahamian, who must be counting most of 
the civil service, puts the intelligentsia at a high seven percent of Iran's labor 
force. Whatever their precise numbers, they were close to the capitalist 
mode of production, paid salaries by state and private institutions, diough 
not all members were yet within this mode, some doctors, teachers, writers, 
and others remaining close to the bazaar.® Banani feels that Reza Shah was 
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"inspired, encouraged and supported by an articulate majority of the intel¬ 
ligentsia,"^ This is probably true of those who entered the ranks of the civil 
service and army. Cottam discerns a more basic dilemma facing intellectuals: 
Many felt affinities with Reza's secularism, industrialization program, and 
some type of nationalism, but not his authoritarianism and proto-fascist 
tendencies.®^ The intelligentsia then were split in political terms, with 
minorities supporting the regime (and benefitting from it) and opposing it 
(and suffering repression), and a middle group which was indeed neutral, 
noncommittal, or alienated, who benefitted generally from expansion of the 
bureaucracy, education, and industry. 

The ulamahad a very different experience in the 1930s, at least materially. 
They lost most of their positions in the judicial and educational systems 
which now required secular credentials and thus were cut off from key 
sources of income and power. Islamic educational institutions in particular 
were undermined by the state through legislation of their required courses, 
conscription of young men, imprisonment and harassment of teachers and 
students. Compulsory religious education in the schools was abolished, 
dervish orders were banned, passion plays and other religious ceremonies 
were suppressed. Vaqf properties were more tightly administered by the 
government, further reducing some ulama incomes. The ulama retained 
material and political support in the bazaars, however, continuing to collect 
religious taxes there and perform some notarizing and other services. This 
bound them more closely to the petty-commodity mode of production and 
the decline of this mode vis-4-vis the capitalist corresponds to the rise of the 
secular intelligentsia at the expense of the ulama. Some leading clerics did 
retain considerable amoimts of wealth of course, others diligently tried to 
preserve their educational traditions, and many were undoubtedly im¬ 
poverished in this period. As will be seen below, some opposition to the 
state was expressed, but it was generally ruthlessly repressed in what was 
a dark period for the ulama as a whole.” 

The most destitute class in the urban sector was the marginal population 
living as servants, watchmen, part-time manual labor, beggars, prostitutes, 
and thieves. Already the poorest people in the cities, their income declined 
further or at best did not increase in the 1930s, as day labor made very low 
wages and inflation and unemployment grew. Estimates of unemployment 
vary widely from 50 percent among unskilled labor in the 1920s to 2-4 
percent of tihe urban population in the 1930s; the figure of 30,000 has been 
suggested for 1940. Reverend R. J. Thompson noted in the 1940s that "a great 
proportion are poor, ill-fed and in rags."®^ Reza Shah is said to have broken 
the hold of the lutis (popular armed toughs involved in "protection" and 
prostitution rackets, along with more legal activities) in the various neigh¬ 
borhoods of Tehran in the 1920s, but undoubtedly this element continued 
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to exist They and the other urban marginal groups lived precariously in the 
interstices of the capitalist and petty-commodity modes of production. 

The role of women in urban society is a large topic about which a few 
points may be suggested here. Women began to get educations and entered 
the labor force in increased numbers in this period. About 450 graduated 
from high school in 1940 (compared with 645 boys) and the first women 
imiversity graduates went on to distinguished professional careers. At the 
working-class end of the social structure, as many as 80,000 women worked 
in industry and unknown numbers of others in shops and offices. They 
were paid extremely poorly, worse than male labor, and worked long hours 
in bad conditions, especially in carpets and textiles. Despite the shah's 
general image as the emancipator of women, the civil code restated most of 
the Islamic shaii'a's discriminations against women in family law, and even 
the celebrated "unveiling" of women in 1936 has found its critics on the 
grounds that it confined traditional, particularly older, women to their 
houses, while the younger generation had independently made consider¬ 
able progress toward taking part in public life without the legislation. 
Women did not get the vote and the women's movement was generally less 
active and autonomous than it had been from 1905 to 1925. So overall much 
progress was made in terms of participation but within a limited set of 
opportunities and life chances, both compared to men and in class terms.^® 
Evidence on the religious minorities suggests that the 1930s were a better 
time than the Qajar reign in that they afforded a modicum of security and 
opportunity, again within real limits.^^ 

Modes of Production and the Limits to Development 

To return to the debate with which this section opened, we can now 
conclude that neither was Iran's class structure static and imchanged, nor 
did economic development amount to a thorough-going "breakthrough." 
Diagrams 6.1 and 6.2 make the first of these points by providing a basis for 
comparison of the constituent modes of production and their relative 
proportions of the population in 1914 and 1941.^2 Internal shifts in the 
relative strength of each mode of production are quite significant As tribal 
nomads declined from 25 to 7 percent of the population, peasants rose as a 
result from 50-55 percent to almost 70 percent; and the working class rose 
from 3-4 to 10 percent of the population at the expense of artisans who fell 
from 17-22 to 13.5 percent of the work force (recall that in absolute terms all 
but the tribes increased in numbers since population grew by 50 percent 
from 10 to 14.55 million). Measuring the contribution of each sector to Iran's 
gross national product, a very rough estimate would be that the crop¬ 
sharing mode contributed 50 percent, pastoralism 10 percent, capitalism 20 
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percent and the petty-commodity mode 20 percentThus the capitalist, 
and to a lesser degree the petty-commodity and pastoral sectors, contrib¬ 
uted more than their share of the population, the peasantry much less. 

In terms of the class structure itself, further changes occurred within and 
between each mode of production. In the tribal sector khans became land¬ 
lords to a greater extent than formerly, while some tribespeople, forced to 
settle, became peasants in such desperate circumstances as to constitute an 
underclass. Soldiers were no longer provided to the state by the tribal levy 
system and have dropped out of the picture, even though tribespeople, like 
all others, were now conscripted. The crop-sharing mode of production 
remained virtually intact: Private landlords consolidated and perhaps 
raised their position and the shah no longer controlled as many state lands 
(though he became the largest private landlord). More changes occurred in 
the urban sectors. In the petty-commodity mode there were no longer the 
royal workshops of Safavid and Qajar times, and the category of state- 
appointed "official ulama" no longer makes much sense given the reduced 
role played by the ulama. Instead, the ulama, along with the intelligentsia 
and especially the urban marginal classes, have been conceptualized as split 
between the petty-commodity and capitalist modes of production, and to 
signify the rise of the intelligentsia at the ulama's expense they have been 
placed in different intermediate levels in the class structure. The ulama 
retained their links with artisans and bazaar merchants, and the intelligen¬ 
tsia was tied to the state to some degree. In the capitalist mode the state has 
emerged as a dominant actor and Iranian capitalists have been joined by the 
large merchants of the import-export trade. There is perhaps the embryo of 
a "triple alliance" forming in the capitalist mode, but foreign capital was 
really quite distinct from state and private, and state capital predominated 
qualitatively if not quantitatively over private. As before, Iran's class struc¬ 
ture remained extremely complex, with multiple elite, intermediate, domi¬ 
nated, and underclass groups, and these divisions and their potential 
alliances will come into play in analyzing social movements later in this 
chapter and in chapter seven generally. 

In terms of economic development a considerable amount of industrial¬ 
ization did occur and while this was on a scale unprecedented in Iranian 
perspective, severe limits on this process have been exposed as well. In 
agriculture there was no land reform, increase in productivity or change in 
techniques. Production kept up with population but the peasantry re¬ 
mained at a very low standard of living. The tribal sector was severely 
dislocated by state efforts to sedentarize nomads, with great loss of liveli¬ 
hood and a decrease in pastoral production. Nor in the urban sector where 
the state concentrated its developmentalist efforts did daily life improve for 
the majority of the population. The standard of living, as measured by 
income and diet, housing, health, and education, did not rise significantly. 
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Industrialization, along with state interference in foreign trade to build the 
railroad, contributed to a long bout of inflation after 1933 that caused prices 
to double or more by 1941. Wages could not keep pace. While gross national 
product doubled between 1925 and 1940, income inequality worsened. The 
rural sector paid for the cities' cheap food and the urban masses paid 
through heavy taxes for capitalists' and merchants' profits.^^ The benefits 
of industrialization were spread unevenly, touching only a few cities and 
making Tehran far too central relative to the provinces. Iran, moreover, 
continued to lag behind such other Middle Eastern industrializers as Egypt 
and Turkey. 

This picture of growth with its uneven benefits across classes, sectors, 
and regions is the pattern we have conceptualized as a dependent develop¬ 
ment. To understand the world-systemic parameters of this process, Iran's 
relations with other countries, particularly in the West, should be taken into 
account 


Iran in the World-System of the 1930s 

Reza Shah and his government made various attempts to establish Iran's 
independence in the world-system of the 1930s. The system of "capitula¬ 
tions" was unilaterally cancelled in 1928, thus rescinding the extraterritorial 
privileges granted to a series of countries by the Qajars. A number of other 
rights were subsequently denied foreigners—to own land in Iran, to oper¬ 
ate schools, to marry Iranians, to take administrative positions in the state, 
and even to travel freely. As we have seen the state took control of Iran's 
foreign trade, directly participating in part of it and regulating the rest The 
state also took over the customs and telegraph network from foreign 
administrators. Though loans and capital were sought abroad until the 
early 1930s, when these were not forthcoming, Iran raised its own capital 
for investments such as the railroad, thereby turning a necessity into a 
virtue.^® The national debt was similarly reduced. Reza Shah was in general 
deeply suspicious of foreign influences (though he sought to remake his 
coun^ in the image of the West) and did little to cultivate friendships 
abroad. 

Despite these attitudes and measures, the realities were ones of contin¬ 
ued dependence. The loss of capitulations, for example, had a limited effect, 
as the new legal codes gave foreigners the security to operate in Iran, while 
tariff rates were guaranteed through 1936. More seriously, the depression 
caused prices for Iran's export commodities to fall on the world market, a 
trend exacerbated by the depreciation of the rial. Foreign investment was 
limited mainly to two areas—the British-operated oil fields and Soviet- 
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operated Caspian fisheries—^but it continued to grow, and British control 
of Iran's most valuable resource was consolidated by renegotiation of the 
oil concession in 1933. Finally, the geo-political balance of power also 
seriously circumscribed Iran's freedom to maneuver after world war broke 
out in 1939. The West continued to impinge fairly heavily on Iran in the 
1930s. This time, instead of the Anglo-Russian rivalry of the pre-1917 period 
or sole British hegemony from 1918 till the 1921 coup, there was a shifting, 
three-way struggle for influence in Iran among imperial England, the Soviet 
Union, and Nazi Germany. 

Great Britain remained on the whole the most powerful Western country 
in Iran. The intense political pressure which had been exerted throughout 
the Qajar period and had almost culminated in the 1919 Agreement sub¬ 
sided to a great degree, and outright interference in domestic politics and 
national sovereignty virtually ceased. Reza Shah, for his part, as had the 
Qajar shahs before him, looked to Great Britain as a possible friend and ally 
against the more tangible possibility of a threat from his north (the Soviet 
Union). British policy too remained one of grudging acceptance of Reza as 
the strong ruler needed to vouchsafe stability in Iran, both against domestic 
opposition and the spread of Soviet influence.^^ Economic relations were 
the most prominent aspect of British influence in Iran. In the 1920s Britain 
became Iran's leading trading partner, providing (with British India) 67 
percent of Iran's imports from 1920 to 1924, a figure which fell however to 
46 percent for 1925-29 and 29 percent for 1930-34. Iran's exports to England 
and India declined from a lower plateau: 37 percent in 1920-24,20 percent 
in 1925-29,23 percent in 1930-34. By the late 1930s Britain ranked a distant 
third in Iran's trade after Germany and the Soviet Union, at about 17 
percent The balance of this trade was in England's favor throughout the 
decade although Iran's deficit diminished somewhat In July 1941, on the 
eve of Reza's fall, a commercial agreement was signed between the two 
countries "that could so operate as to give the British a virtual monopoly 
over Iran's trade."^ The war prevented this from coming to pass. 

The key to the British position in Iran was neither politics nor trade. The 
simple possession of the D'Arcy oil concession guaranteed the British the 
lion's share of the profits on Iran's most valuable resomce and made the 
Anglo-Iranian Oil Company (AIOC, formerly APOC) the largest capitalist 
employer in the country. After Iran's royalties proved very erratic from 1924 
to 1931 (during which period Iran received 7,348,000 pounds sterling to the 
company's 31,501,000), Reza Shah tried to unilaterally cancel the concession. 
Britain appealed to the League of Nations and in 1933 a new contract was 
negotiated which changed the basis of the royalty from 16 percent of net 
profits to four shillings (about $1) a ton, with a minimum annual payment 
of about one million pounds sterling. The area covered was reduced by 
four-fifths but included all the known oil fields, and a key clause extended 
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the duration of the concession by twenty-eight years till 1993. Thus did Reza 
Shah act hastily to abolish the concession and irrationally end up by 
extending it In the 1930s Iran averaged about 2.5 million pounds sterling a 
year in royalties and taxes, up from less than one million pounds annually 
in the 1920s. The company continued to make five times what Iran received 
and by 1932 was worth M million pounds. Production levels were geared 
to meet the needs of the industrialized European economies. Through the 
institution of the AIOC the English retained a preeminent position in the 
Iranian economy.^* 

The Soviet Union, too, exercised less political control than the Tsarist 
government had in the past but exerted vigorous commercial pressure on 
Iran in the 1930s. Politically, on balance the Soviets accepted the Reza Shah 
regime as a factor working for stability in the region, one which would at 
least prevent encroachment on the U.S.S.R. by hostile forces and at best 
might actually oppose British imperialism. A 1927 treaty maranteed neu¬ 
trality and non-intervention between the two countries.^ Trade was ini¬ 
tially interrupted after 1917 but by 1927 the Soviet Union was again Iran's 
principal market for the rice, tobacco, dried fruit, cotton, and wool of the 
northern provinces and trade had regained its high pre-1914 levels. The 
Soviet state monopoly on trade prompted Iran's own trade monopoly in 
1931, driving trade increasingly into a bilateral, barter-type pattern. Imports 
from Iran were curtailed when the Soviets undertook heavy industrializa¬ 
tion in the 1930s. The new Soviet trade surplus was another factor which 
depressed the economy of northern Iran. Trade fluctuated in the 1930s: 
About 28 percent of Iran's imports and 24 percent of exports were with the 
Soviet Union, reaching as high as 38 percent of Iran's foreign trade in 1938. 
This placed the U.S.S.R. ahead of Britain. Trade dropped abruptly however 
due to a dispute in 1938/39 and virtually ceased in the next year. In 1940 a 
new commercial treaty was signed which Iran hoped would facilitate transit 
of German goods through the U.S.S.R. Again the war intervened to dash 
this plan. The main Soviet investment in Iran was the concession to operate 
the Caspian fisheries, renewed in 1927/28 for twenty-five years as a Soviet 
monopoly with most of the profits accruing to Moscow. The overall eco¬ 
nomic relationship continued to be one between vastly unequal partners, 
with the requirements and rh)rthms of the Soviet economy setting the tone 
for commerce and investment*® 

The main beneficiary of the relaxation of British and Soviet pressure on 
Iran was Nazi Germany. If Reza Shah sought a counterbalance to British 
and Soviet strength, his relationship with Hitlerian Germany was also one 
of a more general affinity. Iran was accorded "the honor of Aryan status." 
Katouzian considers Reza "both pro-German and pro-Nazi. For he was an 
itatiste, a militarist, a despot, a racist and pan-Iranist"*l On the German side, 
a 1934 report to Hitler recommended: 
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When in the future we shall be staking out an adequate living space [Lebens- 
raum] for our nation, ctmong the lainds between Asia and Africa, it will be 
imperative that we work towards the creation of a block of nations in which 
the predomination of the strongest Teutonic races would be ensured. It would 
be necessary first of aU to incorporate into this sphere the states of the Danube 
basin, Turkey etnd Persia.®^ 


Even more ominously, a 1937 agreement between Italy and Germany ac¬ 
corded Iran and Iraq to a German sphere of influence, Egypt and Syria to 
an Italian sphere. Inside Iran there was much diffuse support for Germany, 
especially among bureaucrats, intellectuals, and army officers, motivated 
above all by anti-British and anti-"Russian" sentiment.*® These relations 
spilled over into the trade domain, where by the late 1930s Germany was 
Iran's largest partner, surpassing first Britain and then the Soviet Union. 
Imports from Germany rose from two percent (1920-24) to five percent 
(1925-29) to eight percent (1930-34) and then leaped to 25 percent from 1935 
to 1939. Exports in the same periods climbed from nothing to 32 percent In 
1940-41 Germany accounted for 42.6 percent of Iran's imports and 47.9 
percent of exports. As German industrialization quickened in the 1930s 
demand for food and raw materials grew, while as Iran industrialized it 
required machinery and spare parts. A1939 agreement promised that Iran 
would export cotton, wool, wheat, rice, barley, and other agricultural 
products in sizable quantities. Bilateral barter-t^e trade expanded. This 
was primarily to Germany's advantage since Iran required German prod¬ 
ucts more than the reverse and terms of trade and exchange rates favored 
Germany's finished and capital goods. The trade became imbalanced in 1939 
with Iran's exports exceeding imports by 40 million marks (about $15 
million), which the barter system made a form of "involuntary lending" to 
Germany. In addition to the commerce, German firms played large roles in 
the building of the railroad and other Indus trial projects, including an order 
for a steel mill. By the eve of the Allied invasion of Iran, the Germans had 
fashioned a very strong relationship with Reza Shah's state and the Iranian 
economy. Only the invasion would bring this to a halt*^ 

Compared with Britain, Germany, and the Soviet Union, the United 
States in the 1930s was a distant power as far as Iran was concerned. The 
Millspaugh financial mission left Iran in 1927 with Reza Shah disappointed 
at its failure to generate foreign loans, coupled with mistrust of the Ameri¬ 
can advisor's authority. A diplomatic flap occurred in 1936 when Iran 
withdrew its personnel from Washington to protest the 1935 arrest of its 
ambassador for speeding and subsequent negative newspaper articles on 
the shah. Ties improved in 1938 when Reza wrote to Roosevelt: "We 
personally, as well as the Iranian people, value . .. the maintenance and 
strengthening of the friendship which for long years has existed between 
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the two countries."®^ When world war broke out Reza made requests for 
loans and military equipment but little came of them. On the economic 
front, the United States ranked fourth in Iran's trade in the 1930s providing 
7-8 percent of imports, mostly motor vehicles and agricultural machinery, 
and taking 12-13 percent of exports, mainly carpets from Kirman, which 
were badly hit by the depression. These fairly modest measures did give the 
United States a solid foothold in Iran, but this would grow into a dominant 
presence only with World War II and its aftermath.®® 

Iran's relations with its neighbors in Asia and the Middle East were 
certainly important in some cases but were not factors in establishing the 
shape of Iranian social structure through any mechanism approaching 
dependence. The most significant regional undertaking in which Iran 
played a part was the 1937 Sa'adabad Pact with Afghanistan, Iraq, and 
Turkey. Formally called a "Treaty of Nonaggression," a careful reading of 
its contents suggests that it was aimed less at meeting any external threats 
posed by each to the others, or by third parties to any of them, than at 
containing internal threats from revolutionary movements within each 
country, as article seven makes clear; 


Each of the High Contracting Parties undertakes to prevent, within his resjjec- 
tive frontiers, the formation or activities of armed bands, associations or 
organisations to subvert the established institutions, or disturb the order or 
security of any part, whether situated on the frontier or elsewhere, of the 
territory of another Party, or to change the constitutional system of such other 
Party.®' 

This interpretation is reinforced by the fact that the treaty did not prevent 
the British from intervening in Iraq in 1940 or the British and Soviets from 
invading Iran in 1941. For that matter it was not invoked on the security 
dimension either, but it did constitute an effort to conduct regional diplo¬ 
macy by agroup of non-Westem nations without resorting to dealings with 
core world powers. Individually, there were strained relations with Iraq 
ov er boundaries on the Shatt al-Arab waterway and warm ones with Turkey 
based on Reza's admiration for Ataturk's industrialization and seculariza¬ 
tion projects. 

The political climate of the 1930s was conducive to contact with one Asian 
power—Japan. Large orders were placed for Iranian cotton in 1933, so that 
Japan could export goods of its own to Iran (this was necessary due to the 
trade monopoly). This worked to the point where Japan supplied nine 
percent of Iran's imports from 1930-34 and seven percent from 1935-39, 
though it accounted for only 2-3 percent of Iranian exports.®® Japan, the one 
great Asian power of this period, ultimately was too far from Iran and too 



State, Society and Economy in the Reza Shah Period 


249 


little concerned to play a larger role within the country. The Asian and 
Middle Eastern world thus did not approach the capacity of the European 
core in influencing the Iranian economy and polity between the world wars. 

The 1930s can be seen as a transitional period in Iran's place within the 
world-economy. For Ashraf, the Reza Shah era represents a transition from 
"the semi-colonialism of the 19th century and early 20th century to the 
neo-colonialism of the cold war era."®^ In terms of the perspectives adopted 
in this study, the period was more a temporary interlude between the 
dependence on rival imperialisms—Great Britain and Russia—of the Qajar 
period and the new dependence on America that would emerge after World 
War n. No Westem power re-shaped the economy to the degree that Britain 
and Russia had during the Qajar era, yet Iran remained dependent despite 
Reza Shah's avowed nationalism, self-reliance, and strong state, due chiefly 
to three inter-related mechanisms: control of oil by the British, nnpq nal 
trade with the Soviet Union and Germany, and the vicissitudes of trade as 
a peripheral supplier of raw materials. 

The emergence of oil as a key commodity in the world-economy and of 
Iran as the fifth-largest producer in the 1920s and 1930s confirmed Iran's 
peripheral role in the world-system. Iran's exports consisted almost entirely 
of oil, agricultural produce, and carpets. Iran's major trading partners—Ger¬ 
many, the Soviet Union, Great Britain, and the United States—supplied 
finished manufactures and capital goods. During the world depression this 
pattern of trade worked against Iran as the value in rials of its raw material 
exports fell by two or three times while the cost of its imports rose in the 
stronger currencies of the core. When Iran introduced its trade monopoly, 
this shifted its trade to Germany and the Soviet Union who benefitted from 
bilateral arrangements which naturally favored the larger, more industrial¬ 
ized (read "core") economy. Thus Iran was exploited by the terms of trade 
for the products it bought and sold, the strength of the various core 
economies with which it traded, and the debilitating commercial conse¬ 
quences of being a peripheral economy during a world-wide depression. 

Finally, the 1930s were transition^ in the sense that Iran's economy 
moved closer to dependence on a single commodity to finance state proj ects 
and balance trade. Without oil royalties the trade balance would have 
continued to be negative as it had been since before the turn of the 
twentieth century. With oil, Iran began to run positive overall trade bal¬ 
ances after 1931, obviating the need for foreign loans. Nevertheless, the bulk 
of the profits from possession of this valuable resource accrued to the 
Anglo-Iranian Oil Company owned by the British government, which took 
about an 80 percent share to Iran's 20 percent And the oil sector became an 
isolated enclave with minimal industrial, technological, or employment 
links to the domestic economy, geared instead to the demands and cycles 
of the advanced industrial nations of the core. 
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Thus the 1930s solidified Iran's place as a periphery of the world-econ¬ 
omy. Trade dependence vis-i-vis Germany, Great Britain, and the Soviet 
Union remained as great as it had been on Tsarist Russia and Great Britain 
in Qajar times. Instabilities in the world geo-political situation would show 
the political extent of this dependence on external powers in 1941. 


Social Movements and External Intervention in the Reza Shah Period 


The period from 1925 to 1941 can be seen as one of a compression of social 
forces, that is, a period in which social forces were fettered from expressing 
themselves by a strong state. In a sense this evokes the classic Marxist 
tension between forces and relations of production, the idea being that over 
a period of time classes develop to the maximum point permitted by the 
technological level of production and the balance of power between ex¬ 
ploiters and exploited. When that point is reached, pressures build up 
which can only be resolved through class conflict In Iran during the 1930s 
Reza Shah clamped down on all forms of dissent in society through legis¬ 
lative, institutional, and military measures. This was made possible by a 
certain division of labor in dependency and exploitation effected during his 
reign: Foreign domination became more solely economic rather than polit¬ 
ical and economic as in the past, while internal domination shifted to the 
state as sole political power and a growing economic actor. When Reza was 
removed by external forces in 1941 this led to an explosion of social move¬ 
ments in the period from 1941 to 1953 and then, interestingly, another 
period of compression from 1953 to 1977, followed by a second explosion in 
1978-79. In both periods of compression we find a combination of economic 
expansion and political repression. 

A brief consideration of the balance of social forces in the 1930s substan¬ 
tiates this thesis. Reza Shah's main sources of support came from the 
incumbents of the institutions he created—army officers, biureaucrats, mo¬ 
nopoly traders, industrialists, and a segment of the intelligentsia. Groups 
and classes which opposed him—^the ulama, tribes, progressive intellectu¬ 
als, and working class—were ruthlessly repressed. Others were either 
closely watched (the guilds), coopted or indifferent (landlords), or strug¬ 
gling too hard for daily survival to resist the state (peasants, urban margin¬ 
als, day laborers, and, to an extent, the working class). Though Reza's state 
lacked deep legitimation in civil society it was able to rule by this combina¬ 
tion of extending material advantages to new groups, repressing long¬ 
standing opponents and the losers in the developmental process, and 
keeping much of the population either apathetic, apolitical, or frightened. 
Reliance on the army successfully underpinned this approach to power for 
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most of his reign and though social movements did occur they were de¬ 
feated. Eventually Reza was forced to abdicate by the application of irresist¬ 
ible force from outside the country, which in turn allowed expression to 
pent-up internal forces once again. 

The typical pattern followed by a few revolts early in Reza's reign was a 
spontaneous uprising over local grievances by tribespeople, peasants, army 
garrisons, or urban lower classes, followed by swift military reprisal.^ From 
1927 to 1932 there occurred the rebellions of Arab, Qashqa'i, Bakhtiari, 
Kurdish, Baluchi, and other tribes already noted. These ended in military 
defeat, cooptation or execution of khans and settlement or strict military 
rule over tribespeople. One further intriguing episode was recorded by the 
British consul in Isfahan in 1928: 

A few of the letndowning khans have had difficulties with their peasant 
tribesmen who have rebelled and clciimed that the land and water belong to 
God and those working on the land, namely themselves. In one village, a 
committee composed of ex-servants, who had been dismissed by the khans 
and had visited Tehran and Isfcihan, adopted a program of an unmistakably 
Bolshevik complexion. They propagated among the villagers new ideas of 
freedom and equality. The goverrunent, therefore, has authorized the military 
to use force if necessary to get the peasants to pay the local khans.^^ 

The complexity of Iranian social structure is well illustrated by this image 
of peasant tribespeople being instigated to rebel by urbanized tribal ser¬ 
vants against tribal landlords. The severity of government reprisals is also 
suggested by the estimate that in the period from July to December 1932 
more than 150 peasants were shot by the army. All of these revolts were 
isolated and effectively repressed, eventually discouraging further at¬ 
tempts by the early 1930s. 

Relations between the state and ulama broke down soon after Reza's 1926 
coronation at which he had professed his support for Islam. Protests 
erupted when universal conscription was put into effect in 1927 with strict 
conditions on exemptions for the ulama that included passing a govern¬ 
ment-sponsored exam. The bazaars were closed at Shiraz and Isfahan, and 
the government resorted to a combination of threats and concessions to stop 
the agitation, making promises it later broke concerning exemptions and 
other measures demanded by the ulama. In Tabriz in 1928 further protests 
were put down by troops and the leaders were banished. Another blow was 
struck in 1928 with the arrest of Sayyid Hasan Mudarris, Reza's most vocal 
clerical critic in the majlis. At Qum in 1928 a female member of the shah's 
family entered the shrine of Fatima and was admonished by a local mulla 
for improper veiling; Reza is said to have rushed from Tehran to Qum, 
strode into the shrine with his boots on and beaten the offending mulla.^2 
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In 1935 a far greater offense was perpetrated by the shah when he ordered 
force to be used against a large crowd gathered at the shrine of Imam Reza 
in Mashhad who had been listening to a preacher attack the European dress 
code and the unveiling of women. Between four hundred and five hundred 
people were killed, while others were arrested, banished, or executed 
afterwards. Reza's harsh treatment of religious opposition to his reforms 
and authority generally compelled the majority of the ulama to remain out 
of politics in the 1930s, either practicing dissimulation of their attitudes in 
the face of persecution, or in a few cases going underground, often by 
retiring to villages where their stands against the government were more 
popular. Leading ayatullahs, however, remained aloof from taking political 
positions and government repression was successful in eliminating active 
opposition from the clergy. 

A similar sequence of protests, repression, and muting of opposition can 
be discerned among left-wing opponents of the regime. The trade union 
movement at first maintained its momentum, celebrating May Day in Teh¬ 
ran in 1927 and 1929, and engaging in a series of strikes between 1928 and 
1932. The two most well-known labor actions occurred in the oil industry 
in 1929 and at the Vatan textile factory at Isfahan in 1931. Abrahamian 
maintains that 11,000 workers participated in the Abadan refinery strike, 
winning wage hikes despite the arrests of 500 strikers by the goverrunent, 
while Floor plays it down as "a storm in a tea-cup, with no lasting influence 
on labour relations."^^ Floor's own account, which is the fullest discussion, 
belies his interpretation however. There were organized cells of workers, 
well-articulated demands, a series of confrontations ending in hundreds of 
arrests, and a great deal of anxious concern for their position on the part of 
the Anglo-Persian Oil Company. It is true that the repression which fol¬ 
lowed kept the industry relatively quiet for a decade afterwards, but this 
does not minimize the place of the strike in Iranian labor history. Two years 
later five hundred textile workers struck at the Vatan mill in Isfahan, 
gaining total support from the work force, including children, and winning 
reduction of the working day from twelve to nine hours, a pay raise of 20 
percent, improved treatment by management, and better working condi¬ 
tions. Several dozen workers were arrested however and some spent ten 
years in prison. This kind of response by the state discouraged unions and 
strike activities, although strikes have been recorded among dockers on the 
Caspian in 1928, at the Tabriz match factory in 1930, at a Shiraz factory in 
1936, several times among railway workers between 1929 and 1937, as weU 
as by students on several occasions between 1934 and 1939. Some of these 
resulted in concessions but others ended with arrests and defeat The 
workers movement was on the whole severely repressed in the 1930s, with 
Reza Shah banning unions, arresting organizers, and strictly monitoring 
meetings of groups larger than three persons by the secret police. Floor ends 
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his study with the judgment that "unionism as a political and social force 
played no role whatsoever during the 1930s."^ 

Left-wing groups met a similar fate. Anti-communist legislation in 1931 
made it a crime to organize a party or association "having for its aim the 
establishment by force of the power of one social class over the other classes, 
or to overthrow by violence the political, social and economic order of the 
country."^® The socialist party of Sulaiman Iskandari was dissolved and its 
clubs were burned down. The fledgling communist party resisted the 
regime, which its 1927 congress denounced as one of "feudalists, semi¬ 
colonialists, and comprador capitalists."^ The Soviet Union ordered its 
embassy to break off contacts with Iranian communists in 1929 in order to 
maintain good relations with Reza Shah. There followed the arrests of some 
two thousand members or suspected supporters of the Iranian communist 
party. Some were imprisoned until 1941. Others went to the Soviet Union 
where several leading Iranian communists died in Stalin's purges. In the 
mid-1930s a group of left-wing intellectuals led by Dr. Taqi Arani, a physics 
professor educated in Germany, managed to put out a theoretical journal 
called Dunya (World) which published articles on historical mate rialism in 
an academic vein. In 1938 however Arani and a group of others who have 
become known as "the fifty-three" were tried on charges of being members 
of a communist party, receiving funds from the Soviet Union, conducting 
propaganda, and advocating strikes. Arani died in prison in 1940; others of 
the fifty-three emerged after 1941 as leaders of the Tudeh Party, Iran's first 
mass-based left-wing party.^ In the Reza Shah period, however, the left 
was tightly Controlled by arrests and censorship. Like the ulama and trade 
unions it constituted another social force kept under control by a strong, 
autocratic state. 


The Abdication of Reza Shah 

The sudden fall from power of Reza Shah in September 1941 was brought 
about by the strong application of irresistible world-systemic pressure on 
his position, coupled with secondary contradictions in his autocratic style 
of rule. When World War II broke out in 1939 Iran immediately declared its 
neutrality.^* Iran's dependence on German trade required it to protest 
Britain's decision to prevent trade between Germany and neutral countries. 
The period of the German-Soviet pact allowed Iran some breathing space 
in 1940 and the first part of 1941, as it facilitated a certain amoimt of trade 
with Germany across the Soviet Union. German influence in Iran grew with 
the appointment of the pro-German 'Ali Mansur as prime minister in June 
1940 and the presence of a considerable pro-German faction in the Iranian 
army. 
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The international equation changed suddenly to Iran's disadvantage 
when Germany invaded the Soviet Union on June 22,1941. Iran reaffirmed 
a somewhat disingenuous neutrality in this conflict on June 26 (insincere 
because there was widespread s)nnpathy for a German victory that would 
remove the threat of Soviet power in Iran and perhaps even result in the 
return of parts of the Caucasus lost in 1813 and 1828). The Soviets and the 
British were now formidably allied and this put a great deal of pressure on 
Iran to expel the several hundred Germans in the country who were 
probable Nazi agents. This demand was formally made by the Allies on July 
19 and rejected by Iran ten days later with a note proclaiming the country's 
need for German technicians in industry while promising to keep a watch¬ 
ful eye on all German nationals in Iran. Already however there were plans 
in both England and the Soviet Union for unilateral military intervention 
in Iran to secure their own interests—British oil in Khuzistan and the Soviet 
oil fields at Baku—against the Germans. There was in addition the need for 
the Soviets and British to maintain a secure, year-round line of commimi- 
cations and supplies, and in late July this prompted the formulation of joint 
planning to invade Iran. By mid-August the decision had been taken. 

At this point Iran was in an impossible bind, being asked by England and 
the Soviet Union to take actions against a Germany that appeared on the 
verge of crushing the Soviet army and reaching the Iranian border, and by 
Germany to lend it support and not expel its citizens as the Allies, who for 
the moment had the strongest position in Iran, were asking. The knot grew 
tighter when a second Allied note asking for expulsion of most of the 
Germans was issued on August 16 at the same time as Hitler wrote to Reza 
to resist this claiming Germany would occupy the southern Soviet Union 
by autumn. On August 22 Reza finally ordered the prime minister to 
expedite removal of non-essential Germans but it was far too late and too 
little to deter the Anglo-Soviet invasion, which came on the 25th. The 
Iranian army offered minimal resistance that was quickly overcome.^ 
Fighting stopped within a day or two; by September 1 the army had 
completely disintegrated. Reza Shah was incredulous and his actions indi¬ 


cated the bind he was still caught in; He asked why the Allies had not simply 
requested what he would have granted (the supply route) and yet when he 
heard of German broadcasts that Iran stand firm he instructed the newspa¬ 
pers to deny the reports, but not in such a way as to displease the Germans. 
The reason why England and the Soviets had not stated more clearly their 
need for a supply route through Iran was because if it had been rejected 
they would have had to invade anyway, and if accepted, they would have 
had to contend with an intact, largely pro-German hanian army. 

On September 7, as their armies advanced toward Tehran, Britain and 
the U.S.S.R. demanded immediate expulsion of all Axis personnel from Iran. 
The next day the majlis considered a bill to strip Reza Shah of his title as 
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commander of the armed forces, a serious blow to his legitimacy. The shah 
fought back in an editorial in Ittila'at "that deplored the closing down of all 
Axis Legations and the severance of diplomatic relations with the Axis 
governments," stating "our missions in the capitals of those countries will 
remain as before, and our political relations with them will continue."^®® 
This determined the Allies on the necessity of Reza's removal. On Septem¬ 
ber 14 the BBC Persian-language broadcast attacks on the shah claiming he 
was a tyrant and a robber. His legitimacy fell beyond repair. Majlis deputies 
refused to denounce the broadcasts, stating that "the radios had said 
nothing but the truth and that there was no democracy in Iran."^®^ This was 


accompanied by the threat of the Soviet army advancing to occupy Tehran. 


Reza Shah now found the moment right to abdicate in favor of his son. 


Muhammad Reza, with the transfer of power taking place on September 
16-17. British and Soviet troops entered the capital on the 17th and Reza 


departed, going abroad into exile. His reign—but not his dynasty—had 
come to an abrupt end. 


The Allied invasion put a seal on Iran's continued dependence in the 
Reza Shah period, which had already been tellingly signalled by the out¬ 
come of the 1932-33 oil dispute extending British control an extra twenty- 
eight years. Reza Shah, so strong internally, was still easily overthrown by 
external powers. Reza miscalculated the German-Soviet-Btitish equation 
rather badly and his inability to disentangle himself and his state from an 


uneasy attraction to the Germans made his downfall inevitable. This was 


compounded by the autocratic style that made his advisors reluctant to 
contradict him or provide critically-formulated information. As he told his 
cabinet at his last meeting with them: "With regard to my plans and ideas, 
the secret of my success was that I never consulted anyone."^°2 
also a reason for his fall in 1941. Reza Shah could arguably have remained in 
power if he had possessed a real social base or measure of legitimacy 
internally. In their absence, however, the tensions in the world-system 
which had given him an opportunity to rise to power in 1921-25, proved his 
undoing in 1941. With Reza's abdication, the social forces that he had so 


assiduously compressed were released, eventually unleashing the social 
movements of the post-1945 period. 
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Democratization, Separatism, 
Nationalization, Coup: 

Social Movements from 1941 to 1953 


... neither the native government nor the native inhabitants are capable of pursuing a 
prolonged and formidable policy of hostility toward us. 

—Winston Chixrchill, in the British parliament on June 17,1914, 
on why Iran was a particularly suitable source for oil, 
quoted in Platt, Finance, Trade and Politics 

♦ ♦ ♦ 


The Government is bound to dispossess at once the former Anglo-lranian Oil Company 
under the supervision of the mixed board. 

—Article 2 of the bill for the Nationalization of the Oil Industry 
in Iran (May 1,1951), in Hurewitz, Diplomacy, n 


The United States will avoid any unwanted interference in the oil dispute. 

—U.S. Secretary of State John Foster Dulles, "Report on the 
Near and Middle East" (June 1,1953), in 
Hurewitz, Diplomacy, II 


» * » 

The night of the coup. General Zahedi's son, Ardeshir (who later became something of a 
Washington celebrity as the Shah's ambassador), went up to [CIA officer Howard] Stone 
at a victory party and said, "We're in - We're in _ What do we do now?" The Shah 
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himself, after his return, told [CIA agent Kermit] Roosevelt, "I awe my throne to God, my 
people, my army—and to you!" 

—^Powers, "A Book Held Hostage" 

The period from 1941 to 1953 brought a second whirlwind of social 
change to Iran, equal in scope and significance to the earlier events of 1905 
to 1925. The Allied occupation undermined the autocratic system of Reza 
Shah, releasing Iran's pent-up social forces who responded by reviving the 
press and political organizations and engaging in vigorous social move¬ 
ments after World War 11. This chapter first assesses Iran's experience in the 
war and then turns to the attempts of Kurdistan and Azarbaijan to assert 
their regional and ethnic rights in 1945-46. These events ushered in a new 
situation of competition for influence in Iran among England, the Soviet 
Union, and the United States, which thus added a built-in international 
dimension to the explosion of Iran's social forces. 

The struggle for control of the state culminated in the 1951-53 oil nation¬ 
alization movement led by prime minister Muhammad Mussadiq, which 
activated the second full-scale twentieth-century version of Iran's urban 
multi-class populist alliance. The complex dynamic of domestic and external 
forces, and competing ideological orientations and their social bases, once 
again touched off a massive movement for social change, this time aimed at 
breaking Iran's dependence on the British in the world-system. These 
dramatic events afford another case for analyzing the interplay of the 
factors involved in social change in Iran—internal class structure, depen¬ 
dent position in the world-economy, the nature of state power, and political 
cultures of opposition—one which can be compared and contrasted with 
the Constitutional revolution of 1905-11 and the Iranian revolution yet to 
come. 


Iran in World War n 

The period of World War II in Iran brought growing economic problems, 
a revival of political debate and activity, and renewed foreign pressures. As 
in World War I Iranians experienced severe economic hardships and dislo¬ 
cation of everyday life. Politically, the new young shah Muhammad Reza 
Pahlavi was only one of several major actors, joined now by a proliferation 
of parties, newspapers, and a new trade union organization. All of this 
occurred in the context of the Allied occupation, with Soviet troops in the 
north, British forces in the south, and American personnel advising the 
Iranian government and army in Tehran, as well as transporting supplies 
to the Soviet Union. These changes in the internal and international situa- 
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tion of Iran during World War Ilformed the background for the subsequent 
social movements of 1945-46 and 1951-53. 

Iran's fifteen million people had a difficult time during World War 11 as 
their country became a staging area for Allied troops supplying equipment 
and provisions to the Soviet Union. Despite the Allies' pledge to disturb the 
population as little as possible, all key economic sectors—agriculture, in¬ 
dustry, services, foreign trade, state budget, and living standards—were 
drastically impacted by the occupation. Agriculture, the backbone of the 
economy employing 75 percent of the labor force and accounting for about 
50 percent of GDP, saw significant declines in production of the basic crops 
and livestock levels during the war years, with wheat and barley down by 
25 percent, cotton 39 percent, rice ten percent, cattle nine percent, and 
tobacco seven percent* Only a few sectors such as sheep and horses made 
gains, a slight countervailing trend due to the relaxation of Reza Shah's 
disastrous sedentarization campaigns against the tribes, which permitted 
demographic expansion of pastoralists from the 1930s' low of one million 
to about two million in the 1940s. In other sectors fruit production dropped 
25-30 percent and the Caspian fisheries' output was down due to overfish¬ 
ing. The shortfall in production was compounded by the great demands for 
food from the occup)4ng armies, resulting in serious famine in most regions 
outside Azarbaijan and the Caspian.^ 

Industry likewise felt the pinch of war, contributing its share to the 
overall drop in Iran's GNP from perhaps 180 billion rials to 150 billion 
between 1941 and 1945. While Floor's data show an increase in industrial 
companies from 460 to 635 and of industrial capital from 527 million rials to 
1.505 billion between 1939/40 and 1944/45 (which in real terms represented 
an increase from only $28.7 million to $46 million in capital, due to rapid 
depreciation of the currency), most other data on industry point to a decline, 
relatively if not absolutely. The establishment of "large" (more than ten 
workers) modem factories fell to two per year during the war, after averag¬ 
ing eight a year in the 1930s. The leading sector—textiles—slowed due to 
difficulties in procuring replacements for spare parts and new machinery. 
Heavily dependent on German-supplied equipment in the 1930s, many 
factories fell into disrepair. State industries were ignored, partly on the 
recommendation of American economic adviser Arthur Millspaugh.^ One 
urban activity which tended to prosper during the war was the commercial 
sector of merchants and speculators. While small and medium merchants 
suffered in many cases from the general dislocation of the economy, some 
large merchants were well-placed to capture windfall profits. One field 
where speculators thrived was in diverting the carpet market from the 
provinces to Tehran. More generally, as middlemen between the local 
markets and Allied wartime needs the merchant community found a lucra¬ 
tive niche in an otherwise deteriorating economy.^ 
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These activities fonned part of the larger pattern of Iran's foreign trade 
and its related service sector. Allied demand for workers on the railroad, in 
the oil industry, in construction, and in all manner of service activities 
increased. The British alone employed 75,000 Iranians during the war. The 
consequences were however far from solely beneficial. The key item—use 
of the railroad—^was valued by Mussadiq (then a majlis representative) at 
$140 million during this period, but the Allies offered Iran only $5.2 million 
for its use. They provided $21 million worth of repairs, maintenance, equip¬ 
ment, and services, but Iran still lost over $100 million by this arrangement 
Oil production burgeoned from 6.6 million tons in 1941 to 16.8 million in 
1945, while British payments remained at four million pounds sterling for 
1940-43 and increased to only 5.62 million pounds by 1945. Foreign trade 
was another area in which the Allies exploited Iran, acquiring their supplies 
at rock-bottom rates by devaluing Iran's currency, printing money, and 
granting themselves credits. The devaluations alone gave the Allies double 
value for their purchases. Iran's ability to import dropped precipitously, 
undermining indusby's demands for capital goods and consumers' for 
finished products, which simply were no longer available on the world 
market Sports, especially of oil, remained high, to meet Allied needs. Iran 
thus accumulated a huge trade surplus during the war of about $50 million 
a year, but much of it wasn't paid to Iran, remaining instead in England and 
the Soviet Union. By war's end, Iran's reserves in Moscow came to $12 
million in gold and ^ million in currency, which were kept frozen there, 
out of reach.® The state's budget deficit therefore grew, from $38 milli on in 
1941/42 to $50 million in June 1943, after having been balanced throughout 
the 1930s. Customs revenues declined as trade fell, and taxes, particularly 
from large landlords, proved difficult to collect, as always, though greater 
sums were generated than in the past Iran meanwhile obtained no loans 
during the war period.® 

These economic developments had a harsh impact on the population, 
especially in the cities. The most ready measure of Ais is the hyperinflation 
experienced in the first years of the war due to the distortions caused by 
Alhed consumption, shortages of basic goods, and forced devaluations of 
the currency. Data show a sevenfold increase in prices between 1940 and 
1944, when an American-devised stabilization plan took effect and halted 
the rise (though prices remained at a high level after the war).^ The conse¬ 
quences of the inflation were shortages of staple items on the official 
government-regulated markets and the creation of a thriving black market 
which became equal in scope and importance to the regular economy. Thus 
sugar was rationed at 8 rials ($0.25) a kilogram in mid-1944, but could be 
bought in any amount for 133 rials ($4.12) on the black market, while tea 
was sold officially at 40 rials ($1.24) a kilogram but at 400 rials ($12.40) in the 
underground economy. Tires were the most valuable item, fetching $2,000 
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each in Tehran in 1942. Aspirin could not be found on the official market 
but glutted the black market* 

The most serious wartime shortage was in the bread supply. In Tehran 
bread prices skyrocketed on the open market from six cents to one dollar in 
the first half of 1942. When Ahmad Qavam became prime minister in August 
1942 he held up a piece of bread at his news conference and said simply, 
"This is my program. If I can put bread of good quality in the hand of dl 
Iranians, other problems will be easy to solve."^ Shortages became acute in 
the autumn, however, and the quality of bread declined as bakers sifted out 
flour for good bread to sell the rich and mixed cinders, pebbles, dirt, and 
sawdust into the bread of the poor. The crisis culminated on December 8-9, 
1942 when bread rations were lowered, prompting thousands of demon¬ 
strators, many of them students and women with small children, to con¬ 
verge on the majlis, crying, "You may kill us, but we must have bread." 
Troops were called out to contain the looting that followed and 20 people 
were killed, 700 wounded, and 156 arrested, with $150,000 damage done to 
the bazaar. There were disturbances elsewhere over bread prices and short¬ 
ages in 1942 and 1943 before Allied shipments and government measures 
brought the food supply situation under control. The result was a percep¬ 
tible deterioration in the standard of living for the urban lower and middle 
classes during World War II. Income inequality grew as merchants, specu¬ 
lators, and the urban upper classes found ways to profit from the crisis, 
while the rest of the population was hard hit by the inflation and shortages. 

If the Allied occupation had primarily negative consequences for Iran's 
economy, its impact on the political system produced more positive effects. 
In fact, in releasing the social forces which Reza Shah had compressed (by 
forcing the latter's abdication), the Allies opened up the political arena to 
new groups and actors over whom they had less than full control and who 
proceeded to engage in political struggles and lay the groundwork for 
significant social movements in the postwar period. The political process 
expanded well beyond the shah to include a range of independent institu¬ 
tions and social actors—^including the cabinet, majlis, parties, labor move¬ 
ment, ulama, and tribes. Muhammad Reza Shah's power base was in the 
army (and to a lesser extent the conservative and royalist parliamentary 
factions and their press). Dealt a crushing blow by the Allied invasion, the 
Iranian army was slowly rebuilt from its low of 65,000 men (down from 
124,000 under Reza Shah) back to 80,000 by mid-1943. The shah continued 
to propose prime ministers, but these were now subject to votes of confi¬ 
dence in the majlis, and the 1941-53 period saw twelve prime ministers come 
and go, nine of whom were titled members of the old Qajar elite, two 
bureaucrats under Reza Shah and one a member of Reza's military elite. The 
old elite also remained fairly entrenched at the cabinet level, somewhat to 
the shah's advantage.^^ 
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The majlis emerged for the first time since the pre-1925 period as an 
independent power center. Though elections remained subject in large 
measure to the control of the shah, army, large landlords, and the foreign 
embassies, there was a gradual democratization of the system in the 1940s. 
The thirteenth majlis (1941-43) had been "prepared" by Reza Shah before 
his abdication and so proved willing to compromise with the new shah, 
letting him control the army if he did not dictate in politics. The line-up of 
social forces in the majlis became broader and the conflicts more acute 
during the fourteenth majlis from 1944 to 1946. While the elections were stiU 
manipulated by vested interests, Abrahamian has called them "the most 
prolonged, the most competitive, and hence the most meaningful of all 
elections in modem Iran, particularly in the urban areas where landlords 
could not control the results."^^ The body that resulted was similar in its 
conservative landed social composition to previous ones, but with sixty new 
deputies out of 126 elected. It divided itself into seven major factions: the 
royalist National Union Caucus, with about thirty deputies, of whom 
thirteen had been in Reza Shah's majiises; the conservative, pro-British 
Patriotic Caucus, with twenty-six deputies, including Sayyid Zia al-Din 
Tabataba'i, the journalist who had helped organize Reza Khan's 1921 coup 
and then spent twenty years in exile; the conservative, pro-tribal Democrat 
Caucus, allied with the Patriots, numbering eleven deputies led by two 
Bakhtiaii chiefs; the Liberal Caucus of anti-court liberals from the Soviet- 
occupied zone, with twenty deputies favoring closer ties with the U.S.S.R.; 
the Tudeh (Masses) Party—a major new left of center grouping that worked 
with the Liberals, with eight deputies; the Independent Caucus, with 
fifteen members, stressing independence from the shah and landed class 
internally, and from Britain and the Soviet Union externally; and the 
Individuals Caucus—sbcteen deputies, five of them moderate professionals 
associated with the Iran Party, and two intellectuals of the Comrades Party, 
and including Muhammad Mussadiq, the Qajar landowner who had op¬ 
posed Reza Shah's rise to the throne in 1925 and now stood for an indepen¬ 
dent foreign policy, civil control of the army, and fair elections. Tliese 
parties differed on the major issues facing Iran, with the Patriots and 
Democrats pro-British, the Tudeh and Liberals pro-Soviet, the Indepen¬ 
dents and National Unionists pro-U.S., and the Individuals non-aligned in 
foreign policy; the Tudeh, Individuals, and sometimes the Independents 
working for social reforms domestically; and all but the National Unionists 
pressing for civilian control of the army.^^ 

The most well-organized and numerous of these organizations was the 
Tudeh, founded just thirteen days after Reza Shah abdicated in September 
1941 by twenty-seven younger members of the famous "fifty-three" im¬ 
prisoned Marxists in the late 1930s. Most commentators agree that the 
Tudeh in the 1941-47 period was a broad-based organization of progressives 
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and radicals, some of whom were Marxists and communists, but that the 
party itself was neither the direct descendant of the original Iranian Com¬ 
munist Party of the 1920s, nor organizationally and ideologically a true 
communist party. In the war years, the Tudeh's leadership was three- 
fourths intellectuals, one-fourth working class; its social base was the 
reverse (one-fourth intellectuals, three-fourths workers, artisans, and 
craftspeople, with perhaps two percent peasants). The party grew rapidly 
in size from 6,000 members in 1942 to 25,000 in 1944 to 50,000 core members 
and 100,000 active supporters by 1946, making it by far Iran's largest political 
force and indeed its only large, well-organized party. The 1943 party pro¬ 
gram made appeals to workers with labor reforms, peasants with land 
reform, and artisans, intellectuals, women, and students with calls for 
political rights and job security. It also advocated national independence 
from foreign domination and constitutional rule internally. A related pro¬ 
gressive force that developed close ties with the Tudeh was the revivified 
labor movement, as strikes involving more than fifty workers grew from 
three in 1941 to fifty-seven in 1944 and a peak of 183 in 1946. On May 1,1944 
four labor confederations merged to form the Central Council of Federated 
Trade Unions of Iranian Workers and Toilers (C.C.F.T.U), led by veteran 
labor organizers mostly from the working class and members of "the fifty- 
three." The C.C.F.T.U. grew by 1946 to claim a membership of 335,000 
workers, including industrial labor, craftspeople, artisans, professionals, 
unskilled wage earners, and service sector employees. Its organizing issues 
were primarily economic but it represented a formidable political force as 
well, demanding the right to form unions, bargain collectively, and to 
strike. 

Other groups and classes which returned to political activity in the war 
years included the ulama, lutis, and tribes. Though the most prominent 
cleric, Sayyid Abu'l-Hasan Isfahani (died 1945) "held aloof from politics," 
many ulama joined political parties and prepared the ground for a more 
active role in postwar politics. Religious expression in the form of the 
celebration of the Muharram passion plays was allowed to revive and prime 
minister Sohaili in 1943 brought ulama into higher profiles in the judiciary 
and educational systems which Reza Shah had so thoroughly secularized. “ 
As ulama power grew, the status of women accordingly regressed in terms 
of the secular legislation of the 1930s. There was a general retimi on the part 
of urban middle and lower class women to the veil, although this was less 
so in Tehran. In the absence of more data on other aspects of women's 
lives in this period, one may infer that the gains of the Reza Shah legislation 
were not fully reversed, and that in particular, women continued to partic¬ 
ipate in the educational system in increasing numbers at all levels. Another 
urban group which may be briefly mentioned is the lutis (sometimes called 
the chaqukashan, "knife-wielders")—the young lower-class urban toughs 
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who had participated in street demonstrations in the Qajar period but who 
were more tightly controlled by the state in the Reza Shah era. Active in the 
1942 bread riots, they became mainstays of the urban political scene, retain¬ 
ing some of their Islamic sentiments and neighborhood patron-client affil¬ 
iations, but now more strictly payable in cash.^* Finally, the tribes too 
resumed their former economic and political activities in a general resur¬ 
gence of independence after 1941. Demographic renewal, resumption of 
migration patterns (by some, not all), widespread re-arming, and in some 
cases reorganization under their former chiefs were the order of the day. 
Tribal revolts against the government, sometimes with German support, 
peaked in 1942-43, after which certain khans were appeased with appoint¬ 
ments as local governors, election to the majlis, or financial arrangements 
with the British. The Kurds (both sedentary and nomadic) would play a 
major role in their region in 1945-46, however, as would southern tribes like 
the Bakhtiari and QashqaT in postwar political events. 

Taken together, these trends and organizations allowed hitherto uni¬ 
maginable expression to Iran's underlying social forces, which would be 
articulated in several explosive social movements between 1945 and 1953, 
borne by new variants of the multi-class populist alliance. The final factor 
in the political-economic equation was, of course, the external forces acting 
on Iran in this period. Iran's strategic importance to the Allies had prompted 
the joint British-Soviet invasion in August 1941, and concern with winning 
the war against Germany forced Britain, the Soviet Union, and the United 
States to cooperate closely in Iran through 1944, after which tensions began 
to arise among the powers that continued into the postwar period and 
ultimately played a major role in determining the form and outcome of the 
social movements that occurred. The role of the foreign powers, then, was 
instrumental in effecting the transition from world war to cold war, and 
Iran would play a key part in the larger global context 

Britain remained the preeminent foreign economic actor in Iran by virtue 
of its control of the oil industiy, which pumped large amounts of oil and 
profits out of Iran into the war effort Britain and British India provided 32 
percent of Iran's imports for 1940-44 and took 19 percent of non-oil exports. 
Politically too the British possessed great influence among conservative 
tribal leaders, newspaper editors, certain of the ulama, and other monarchist 
and anti-communist groups, especially Zia al-Din's misnamed National Will 
party. As Sir Reader Bullard, Britain's ambassador, reported candidly in 
1942: "we were obliged to interfere frequently and radically in the local 
administration... there was a time when we used to wonder whether in 
the end we might not have to take over the country... we have succeeded 
in establishing a number of Persian governments.''^® 

The Soviet Union likewise used its occupation of northern Iran to rebuild 
its influence in the country to new levels after the loss of much ground in 
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the 1930s to Germany and Britain. Trade reached 21 percent of Iran's non-oil 
exports and 17 percent of imports for 1940-44. The Soviet trade deficit with 
Iran totalled $20 million by the end of the war and was not repaid, leading 
to strained relations between the two countries and damag ing Iran's econ¬ 
omy well into the Mussadiq period. A second problem was Soviet appro¬ 
priation of Azarbaijan's grain surplus in 1942, contributing to the famine 
conditions in Tehran. This was belatedly made up by release of 25,000 tons 
of grain in 1943; the Soviets also built hospitals, roads, and wells in Iran 
during the war.^l 

World War II was the turning point for the American presence in Iran. 
Thirty thousand troops arrived in December 1942 to assme transport of 
massive amounts of lend-lease supplies to the Soviet Union. In 1943 the U.S. 
sent a military mission under Colonel Norman Schwartzkopf and an eco¬ 
nomic team under Dr. Arthur A. Millspaugh to restructure Iran's military 
and finances at the request of prime minister Qavam. Under Schwartzkopf s 
wide powers the Iranian army and Imperial Gendarmerie were fashioned 
into a 90,000-man force, with a marked improvement in esprit de corps. 
Meanwhile, U.S. trade with Iran doubled from eight percent of non-oil 
exports in 1935-39 to 17 percent in 1940-44 and from ten to 20 percent of 
exports. The context for this growing involvement was an emerging Amer¬ 
ican policy goal of achieving a new international economic order to avert a 
relapse into the 1930s' depression by taking measures to ensure the free 
international movement of capital—^both raw materials and finished man¬ 
ufactures—^rather than returning to the exclusive trading blocks that had 
existed prior to the war. In January 1944 Millspaugh outlined a twenty-year 
program for the use of American aid, arguing: "Iran, because of its situation, 
its problems, and its friendly feelings toward the United States, is (or can 
be made) something in the nature of a clinic—an experiment station—^for 
the Presidenfs post-war policies—^his aim to develop and stabilize back¬ 
ward areas."22 President Roosevelt responded to the suggestion (made by 
General Patrick Hurley) that the United States urge Iran to develop "a 
pattern of self-government and free enterprise," by saying he was "rather 
thrilled with the idea of using Iran as an example of what we could do by 
an unselfish American policy."23 There was mutual interest on the side of 
the Iranian state in nurturing closer ties with the U.S. to offset British and 
Russian interference and to control domestic social movements. Prime 
minister Sohaili sought American governmental and business contacts with 
Iran, while the shah confidentially told the American minister in 1943 that 
"he would prefer that Allied forces remain in Iran to prevent a revolution 
against the monarchy, at least until he could rebuild his army and gain an 
upper hand in the domestic power struggle."^ 

Iran's growing closeness to the United States created problems for both 
the British and the Soviet Union in the latter stages of the war, touching off 
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an initially delicate but increasingly acrimonious three-way competition for 
hegemony in Iran. In July 1943 the British formally complained to the U.S. 
State Department about "an impression, however false, that there may be 
some desire on the American side to supplant British traders in the estab¬ 
lished and traditional markets, not only for the war period, but permanently 
thereafter."^ A wider conflict came out into the open over the issue of new 
oil concessions. In early 1944 British and American companies opened talks 
with Iran regarding concessions in the southeast After word of this was 
leaked by a majlis member the Soviets began to insist on their "rights" to a 
northern oil concession. In late 1944, the majlis, on Mussadiq's initiative, 
passed a bill prohibiting cabinet ministers from discussing or negotiating 
any petroleum concession with a foreign country, and this forced the 
Iranian government to suspend all talks on oil until after the war.^^ 

Confrontation among the United States and Great Britain on one side 
and the Soviets on the other now became acute. Throughout 1945 the 
Soviets conducted propaganda castigating their Western allies; while U.S. 
troops left Iran in December 1945 and the British withdrew in February 1946 
in compliance with treaty obligations to evacuate within six months of the 
war's end, the Soviets retained their forces in the north. In conjunction with 
movements for autonomy in Azarbaijan and Kurdistan declared in Decem¬ 
ber 1945, this action touched off the round of postwar social movements in 
Iran and led to the first battle of the Cold War. 


Social Movements in Azarbaijan and Kiudistan, 1945-1946 

The postwar movements for autonomy in Azarbaij an and Kurdistan were 
the first tests of the potential for new social movements in the chan gin g 
domestic and international environments of post-Reza Shah Iran. As such 
they present challenging cases for theories of social change, not only with 
respect to the roles played by internal and external factors, but, insofar as 
they were provincial rather than national in scope, to see how well an 
analysis focussed piimaiily on class coalitions can deal with instances of 
soci^ movements motivated by important ethnic, nationalist, and regional 
grievances. 

On December 12,1945 a locally-chosen provincial assembly led by the 
Democratic Party of Azarbaijan imder JafarPishivari declared the establish¬ 
ment of the "Autonomous Government of Azarbaijan" at Tabriz. The local 
dialect of Azari Turkish was proclaimed the official language and equality 
of rights for all the peoples inhabiting Azarbaijan—^Azaris, Kurds, Arme¬ 
nians, and Assyrians—^was demanded. Then on December 17 a crowd 
marched on the department of justice at the town of Mahabad in Kurdistan, 
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shot the Iranian coat of arms off its facade, and raised the Kurdish flag on 
the roof. On J anuary22,1946, Qazi Muhammad, a local notable from a family 
of landlords and judges, declared the "Autonomous Republic of Kurdistan" 
at Mahabad. In both cases Iranian forces were powerless to intervene 
because the 30,000 Soviet soldiers still occupying Azarbaijan made it im¬ 
possible for them to enter the area.^^ 

Meanwhile in Tehran Ahmad Qavam again became prime minister, in 
February 1946, despite the shah's objections, chosen as the person most 
capable of getting the Soviets to withdraw. Qavam went to Moscow to 
negotiate, returning only on the last day of the fourteenth majlis in mid- 
March, which Tudeh-organized demonstrators prevented from reaching a 
quorum and possibly extending its session. The majlis thus dissolved, and 
as no new assembly was convened until mid-1947, it played no role in the 
key events of 1946.^ 

Rather than their agreed-upon evacuation, Soviet armored troops ad¬ 
vanced into Azarbaijan in early March. This touched off an international 
crisis, although the extent of these maneuvers was certainly exaggerated by 
the American consul at Tabriz and the Iranian government The United 
States protested vigorously, Iran lodged a complaint at the newly estab¬ 
lished United Nations, and by early April Qavam successfully negotiated 
an agreement whereby the troops would be withdrawn and the Soviet 
Union would be granted an oil concession in the north (subject however to 
ratification by the as yet unelected majlis). Tehran agreed to withdraw its 
grievance at the U.N. and to negotiate with the Pishivari government in 
Azarbaijan. Soviet troops began to evacuate Iran on April 22 and had left 
altogether by May 10.^ 

In June 1946 Qavam reached an agreement with the Azarbaijan Demo¬ 
crats granting most of the province's demands regarding use of the local 
language, retention of tax revenues, and progressive social reforms admin¬ 
istered by the provincial assembly, while the latter acknowledged that 
Azarbaijan was part of Iran. Kurdistan was mentioned only in passing and 
implicitly assumed to be linked with the Azarbaijan dispute. A temporary 
truce was thus in effect between Tehran and its rebellious northwestern 
provinces.^ 


The Nature of the Autonomous "Republics" 

Azarbaijan, it will be recalled, provided much of the radical impetus 
behind the Constitutional revolution and had declared a short-lived sepa¬ 
ratist state named Azadistan ("Land of Freedom") after World War I imder 
Shaikh Khiabani. During the 1930s this populous commercial and agricul¬ 
tural province continued to stagnate as Tehran grew at its expense. Local 
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grievances included the right to use Azan Turkish in schools, government, 
and the press; to retain its own tax revenues (the 1944-45 budget allocated 
Tehran twenty times more funds than Azarbaijan, despite the latter having 
three times the population); to elect its own local and provincial governing 
bodies; and to carry out progressive reforms in such areas as compulsory 
education and land distribution. Fuel was added to the fire during the 
1943-44 majlis elections when the supreme electoral council refused to 
accept Tabriz's winning candidates, Jafar Pishivari (a Communist from the 
post-1918 era imprisoned between 1930 and 1941) and a Tudeh member, 
because they advocated autonomy for the province.^! 

In September 1945 Pishivari formed the Democratic Party of Azarbaijan 
(DPA) with veterans of the early communist movement and the Khiabani 
revolt Shortly thereafter the local branches of the Tudeh and the C.C.F.T.U. 
trade union movement voted independently of their organizations in Teh¬ 
ran to join the DPA. In mid-October a "nearly bloodless revolt" began as 
DPA-armed volimteers known asfida'is seized local governments through¬ 
out Azarbaijan under cover of tiie Soviet occupying forces. In November 
the DPA convened a National Congress of Azarbaijan and on December 12, 
1945 the National Majlis met at Tabriz with 100 members, almost all from 
the DPA, electing Pishivari as "prime minister" and declaring the formation 
of the Autonomous Government of Azarbaijan.^^ 

The program of the DPA called for freedom and autonomy in Azarbaijan 
within the national territory of Iran; support for democracy, constitutional 
government, and local self-rule; use of Azari in schools and administration; 
protection of minorities' and women's rights; and economic measures 
aimed at reducing unemployment, distributing land, and retaining provin¬ 
cial tax revenues. Though some historians have stressed its separatist di¬ 
mension, the main thrust of the DPA program, statements, and actions was 
for local autonomy and cultural self-determination inside the Iranian state. 
Thus, it never used the term "Democratic Republic of Azarbaijan as some 
historians later did, and indeed "dropped the terms National Majles, Au¬ 
tonomous Government, cabinet minister, and prime minister in favor of 
Provincial Assembly, Provincial Council, department head, and governor- 
general," nor did it ever appoint a minister of war or foreign affairs as a 
separatist regime would have.^^ What the DPA and Pishivari stood firm on 
and chose to emphasize over class issues and social reforms was the right 
to use their own language and communal solidarity generally against the 
encroachments of Tehran. 

Though one or the other might be emphasized depending on the situa¬ 
tion, the time or the organization in question, the admixture of class and 
ethnic issues is clear not only in the DPA program, but in its social base, 
accomplishments, and problems. Membership in the DPA reached 75,000, 
according to the newspaper Azarteijfln in January 1946, of which 56,000were 
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peasants, 6,000 intellectuals, 3,000 artisans and shopkeepers, 2,000 mer¬ 
chants, 500 landowners, and 100 ulama. Peasants adhered in great numbers, 
though they later developed grievances with the DPA. Many large land¬ 
lords did flee Azarbaijan, but others participated in the government Labor 
was enthusiastic, with 50,000 members of the C.C.F.T.U. supporting the 
DPA. U.S. diplomat Robert Rossow stated that "The bulk of the party 
members are illiterate peasants and city rabble."^ Another commented on 
"the 'new,' 'independent attitude of domestic servants, gardeners, and 
artisans, who no longer display the same respect and deference which was 
accorded to their employers only a few years ago."^® W omen w ere permitted 
to vote for the first time in Iranian history.^ The movement was thus a local 
variant of the populist alliance, with the unique addition of a sizable 
peasant contingent and the influential presence of a few landlords, in 
addition to the predictable urban classes of workers, intellectuals, artisans, 
merchants, and a few ulama. This broader alliance is in part attributable to 
the ethnic solidarity emphasized by the DPA to appeal to landlords and 
large merchants as well as peasants and workers, and to unite Muslims and 
Christians, Kurds, Azaris, and Armenians against the exploitative central 
government in Tehran. 

In the area of social and economic reforms the DPA regime showed its 
sensitivity to class grievances and made great attempts to shore up its 
populist social base. On the economic front it 

decreed a comprehensive labor law; tried to stabilize prices by opening gov¬ 
ernment food stores; and shifted the tax burden from food and other necessi¬ 
ties to business profits, landed wealth, professional incomes, and luxury 

goods. It also changed the face of Tabriz by asphaltingthe main roads; opening 

clinics and literacy classes; founding a university, a radio station, and a 
publishing house; and renaming streets after Sattar Khan, Baqer Khan, and 
other heroes of the Constitutional Revolution.^^ 

Other measures included nationalization of banks, building of orphanages, 
houses for the aged, and hospitals, and in the cultural arena, creation of a 
theater and publishing houses for works in Azari, including poetry and 
folklore collections. Cottam judges that the DPA accomplished more re¬ 
forms in one year in Tabriz than Reza Shah had in twenty 

The most historically significant of the reforms was in agriculture, where 
the DPA tried to enact Iran's first land reform. This was effected by distrib¬ 
uting to peasants lands belonging to the state or landlords who opposed 
the regime or had fled Azerbaij an. In this way an estimated 257,066 hectares 
were given to 209,096 peasants. On other lands still in landlord hands, the 
share of the crop for the peasants was raised (estimates vary, from 30 to as 
high as 85 percentfor the peasant). Land distribution efforts were somewhat 
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attenuated by the continued landlord presence in the DPA regime and by 
the poor harvest of 1946, but the reforms of the government won it much 
popular support; "The British consul in Tabriz reported that the land reform 
gained many friends, the work projects alleviated unemployment, the 
administrative reforms brought more efficiency, and the changes, on the 
whole, found considerable popular supporL"^^ 

Despite these accomplishments, the Autonomous Government of 
Azarbaijan found itself increasingly beset by problems in the second half of 
1946. External relations with both enemies and ostensible allies grew in¬ 
creasingly strained. Most obviously there were difficulties with the central 
govemmentin Tehran, despite the June accord which provided atemporary 
lull. As will be seen, Azarbaijan's fate was largely tied to the balance of forces 
in Iran as a whole, and this changed drastically in the autumn. Support from 
the Soviet Union was also far weaker than is imagined by those who have 
called the DPA re^me a Russian puppet^O Although Mir Jafar Baqirov, the 
party chief of Soviet Azarbaijan, seems to have had Stalin's blessing to try 
to attach Iranian Azarbaijan to the Soviet Union, it is extremely doubtful 
that this could have been popular among Iranian Azarbaijanis, who wanted 
autonomy from outside control.^^ The withdrawal of Soviet troops in May 
left the province on its own militarily, and Soviet promises of heavy artillery 
and tanks were never kept, leaving Tehran with a huge military advantage 
over Tabriz. Relations with the Tudeh Party were also less than ones of 
complete encouragement and support. In essence, Tudeh policy was to keep 
a fair distance from the DPA but not to openly criticize it, thereby under¬ 
mining effective solidarity with the movement Finally, relations with tiie 
Kurdish Republic were also based on an uneasy half-cooperation, as 
Azarbaijan's formal alliance with Kurdistan won only suspicion in Tehran, 
while the Kurds felt considerable resentment at their subordinate status 
vis-i-vis Tabriz and over territorial disputes in mbced Kurdish-Azari areas 
such as Urumiyah, as well as general doubts on the part of Kurdish tribal 
khans about the more radical social reformers in Azarbaijan. 

Serious internal contradictions were experienced as well. Economc 
problems cut into popular support for the DPA These included capital 
flight as land reform frightened urban merchants and industrialists, who 
feared they might be next to be expropriated. Workers suffered layoffs, cuts 
in benefits and greater industrial discipline as the regime sought to increase 
factory productivity and profits. The urban population in general was 
alienated by new taxes and compulsory military service. Peasants saw new 
exactions (as did landlords) on top of a bad harvest, plus the imposition of 
price controls. Pro-Soviet rhetoric, compounded by aharsh internal security 
force which some commentators consider engaged in a "reign of terror," 
further disenchanted the population, which retained strong Islamic sensi¬ 
bilities. Tribal revolts by Afshars, Shahsavans, and Zulfaqaris were encour- 
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aged by Tehran and disturbed the social order while wearing down the local 
militia.^ Thus, while regional, linguistic, and ethnic aims united the popu¬ 
list alliance, social reforms first split off landlords and capitalists, and then 
the DPA's economic problems weakened the mass base of the movement. 
The situation was therefore a highly fragile one by autumn of 1946. 

In neighboring Kurdistan, the roots of nationalism lay in a centuries-old 
sense of a distinct history, coupled with Sunni rather than Shi'i religious 
beliefs. More recently, there had been several tribal revolts and an urban 
nationalist movement between 1919 and 1930. In the 1930s power shifted to 
settled urban Kurds as Reza Shah weakened the tribal chiefs, although 
social organization remained predominantly tribal, whether nomadic or 
settled agriailtural at the economic base (there were numerous sedentary 
tribal peasants). During World War 11 much of Kurdistan, including the key 
city of Mahabad, lay just south of the Soviet zone of occupation and north 
of the British zone, nominally closer to the Soviet forces. The major tribes 
re-armed, leading chiefs and urban dignitaries visited Baku to discuss 
national aspirations with the Soviet authorities, and in May 1943 a raid on 
the Iranian police station at Mahabad drove the Iranian gendarmerie out of 
the town for the duration of the war. Mahabad and much of the surround¬ 
ing countryside were thereafter de facto independent^^ 

Meanwhile a small group of middle class men met at Mahabad in Sep¬ 
tember 1942 to organize a Kurdish political party called the Komala 
(Komala-i Zhian-i Kurdistan, "Committee of the Life (or Resurrection) of 
Kurdistan"). By 1945 the Komala had attracted most of the tribal chiefs and 
urban notables to its banner, and its leader by general consensus was Qazi 
Muhammad, a respected religious judge of Mahabad with a forceful per¬ 
sonality. A delegation travelled to Baku in September 1945 to reiterate 
desires for a separate Kurdish state and request Soviet financial and military 
assistance. Later in the autumn some 10,000 Barzani Kurds from Iraq under 
Mulla Mustafa Barzani fled into Iran and pledged their support to the cause. 
The Komala changed its name to the Democratic Party of Kurdistan (DPK) 
on Soviet advice. Its program called for self-government of the Kurdish 
people in local affairs, use of Kurdish as the official language and for 
education, a provincial council, Kurdish government officids only, reten¬ 
tion of tax revenues for local use, fraternity with the people of Azarbaijan, 
and improvement of the moral standards, health, and economic conditions 
of the Kiurdish people. Events culminated with Qazi Muhammad's declara¬ 
tion of an autonomous Kurdish republic, thereby going beyond both the 
DPK's earlier program and the government in Azarbaijan.^ 

The tiny sixty by 120-mile Kurdish Republic of Mahabad reposed on a 
mixed urban and tribal social base. The state consisted of urban merchants, 
officials, and landlords from Mahabad in the cabinet, and a mostly tribal 
army of 12,750 men from twenty-eight different groups, skilled in ambush 
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and mountain siege warfare but also relpng on outmoded cavalry charges. 
The movement was genuinely popular among a broad section of the urban 
population in Mahabad, where both women's and youth sections of the 
DPK were formed. Tribal support was wide but perhaps not too deep— 
many chiefs affiliated with the DPK, some participated in the army, others 
were content to enjoy autonomy in their localities with only loose ties to 
Mahabad. There was a marked drop in tribal support as the situation became 
more precarious later in 1946, and there was naturally some tension between 
urban and tribal elements and among the tribal chiefs themselves.^ Dis- 
cemable here is yet another variation of the multi-class populist alliance, 
notable for the participation of tribal chiefs and their followers alongside 
urban members of most classes. This was of course made possible by the 
movement's emotional appeal to all Kurds, but it would set distinct limits 
on how radical the changes attempted could be. 

On the positive side, contemporary reports noted the more open political 
atmosphere than in the past under Iranian control. People could carry arms, 
there was no secret police, and indeed no real internal opposition to the 
republic to be feared. Culturally, publications in Kurdish became available, 
including textbooks for the primary grades, a newspaper and a monthly 
journal both called Kurdistan, two literary magazines, a children's magazine, 
and Nishtman, the organ of the Komala. Radio broadcasts from Ankara and 
London were freely listened to (this reportedly carried the death penalty in 
DPA-run Tabriz). Thus the regime was widely popular, "at least among the 
citizens of Mahabad, who enjoyed their respite from the exactions and 
repression they considered to be characteristic of the central Iranian gov¬ 
ernment"^ Economically, taxes were coming in, both from tribal chiefs who 
wanted to be associated with the regime and as a result of levies on some 
of the wealthier families of Mahabad, who were less enthusiastic. Mer¬ 
chants thrived on goods smuggled in more easily from Iraq for sale in 
Mahabad, or further afield in Tabriz and Tehran. The 1945 harvest was a 
good one and the entire tobacco crop was sold to the Soviet Union for 
$800,000 in Iranian currency and Soviet goods (even though the Iranian 
government had already made a ten percent payment on it).^ 

As in the case of Azarbaijan however, there were both internal and 
external limits and problems faced by the Kurdish Republic. Internally, 
there was no move toward land distribution and no hint of a socialist 
dimension to the DPK program as there were in Azarbaijan. Roosevelt notes 
that "The villages were run by their old landlords and tribal leaders with 
the aid of a gendarmerie locally recruited and dressed in Kurdish costume, 
but commanded by officers from Mahabad with Soviet uniforms"—a subtle 
improvement at best from the point of view of the Kurdish peasant. Tribal 
support gradually dropped off too; khans were generally wary of the urban 
leadership and suspicious of the possibility of a leftward turn as in neigh- 
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boring Azarbaijan. Rivalries existed between the Barzanis of Iraq, who 
remained supporters of the DPK, and Iranian tribal groups, partly due to 
the pressures on the food supply. By autumn 1946 key tribes, concerned for 
their own future under Iranian control, were promising their loyalty to the 
central government's plan to retake Azarbaijan. The main armed defenders 
of the republic thus became increasingly unreliable.^ 

Mirroring this lack of internal unity, external relations were not partic¬ 
ularly favorable either. Kurdistan was locked into a tense conflict with the 
central government, and in May and June 1946 small-scale skirmishes were 
frequent in the border zones. When Qazi Muhammad went to Tehran in 
August to negotiate with Qavam, the latter slyly offered to make Kurdistan 
a province with Qazi as probable governor, knowing full well that Qazi 
could not accept this since the Soviets and Azarbaijan would oppose it. The 
Soviet position in Kurdistan was one of general encouragement but limited 
material or diplomatic aid. The two sides collaborated more out of mutual 
need versus the Iranian state than from any genuine affinity, as the move¬ 
ment was primarily nationalist and partly conservative in thrust There was 
a minimal Soviet presence in Kurdistan compared with Azarbaijan and 
while some 6,200 light weapons were supplied, no tanks or artiUery were 
ever sent The Soviets thus had some influence because they could with¬ 
draw support, but little positive control over the direction taken by the 
DPK Relations with the DPA regime in Tabriz were formally friendly but 
in reality somewhat strained by territorial disputes and the larger issue of 
Kurdish autonomy from Azarbaijan, which considered most of Kurdistan 
part of its jurisdiction. Overtures to the United States and the British led to 
no alternative support as the British were concerned not to arouse Arab 
resentment in Iraq and the United States stood behind Tehran in seeing in 
the movement a Soviet-sponsored threat to the shah.^^ 

The contradictions faced by the Kutdish Republic thus sharpened in the 
course of 1946. The stresses of a Soviet-encoiu'aged regional movement had 
been symbolically embodied in the dress of Qazi Muhammad when he had 
declared the republic in January, attired in "a Soviet-style uniform and the 
white turban of a religious dignitary."^ When the time came to face the 
Iranian army nine months later, Qazi had to reckon with enmities to the 
north with Azarbaijan, limited tribal support internally, and little Soviet aid 
externally. 


Ddnottement 

The fate of the rebellions in Kurdistan and Azarbaijan was inextricably 
bound up with the larger context of the balance of social forces in Iran as a 
whole (which in turn included the even larger international dimension). In 
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the spring and summer of 1946 this context was quite favorable for progres¬ 
sive social movements. The C.C.F.T.U. was at the peak of its power, claiming 
335,000 unionized workers. An equal number of peasants may have been 
organized in their own unions, especially concentrated throughout the 
north, but also forcing landlords to relinquish a greater share of the crop in 
such southern and central locations as Isfahan, Yazd, and Kirman.®^ Be¬ 
tween May and July one of the largest (if not the largest) industrial strikes 
in Middle Eastern history till then was waged and won by the oil workers. 
On May Day 1946, 80,000 workers paraded at Abadan, the site of the oil 
refinery: "A woman orator described oil as the 'jewel' of Iran, and, accusing 
the British of spending more on dog food than on workers' wages, de¬ 
manded nationalization of the AIOC. This was probably the first time that 
the call for oil nationalization had been heard in the streets of Abadan."®^ 
On May 10, more than two thousand workers struck at Agha Jari oilfield 
for higher wages. The company cut off water to the area but gave in three 
weeks later when the C.C.F.T.U. threatened a general strike in Abadan. By 
mid-June the Tudeh W£is effectively governing much of the province, 
setting food prices, controlling commurucations and transport, patrolling 
the streets, and guarding the oil installations. On July 10 the Anglo-Iranian 
Oil Company struck back with wage cuts and the provincial government 
declared martial law. This prompted a four-day general strike of up to 
100,000 workers both inside and outside the oil industry, and despite armed 
clashes between the strikers and British-incited Arab tribesmen, the out¬ 
come was a cancellation of the wage cuts and a raise in the minimum wage. 

These events pushed the Qavam government in what appeared to be a 
leftward direction during the summer of 1946. A progressive labor law was 
enacted and landlords were directed to give 15 percent of the harvest back 
to peasants, although neither measure was seriously enforced. Restrictions 
on the Tudeh were relaxed and there was a crackdown on conservative 
newspapers and organizations instead. On August 1 Qavam took the un¬ 
precedented step of naming three Tudeh members to his cabinet as minis¬ 
ters of commerce, health, and education, while liberals or progressives also 
received the ministries of justice (Allahyar Saleh) and labor (Muzaffar 
Firuz).®^ The Tudeh was at the apogee of its power and popularity, de facto 
administrators of such industrial cities as Abadan, Ahwaz, Isf^an, Saii, 
Rasht, and Anzali. The New York Times estimated the Tudeh would take 40 
percent of the vote in a fair election, a huge plurality given the number of 
political parties.®^ This was the high watermark of the national social 
movement however. The beginning of the end occurred in late September 
with a revolt of southern tribes led by the Qashqa'i under their chief Nasir 
Khan. At first motivated by military repression of small-scale Bakhtiaii 
disturbances at Isfahan, by September 23 a coalition of Qashqa'i, Bakhtiari, 
Khamseh, Arabs, and Boir Ahmadis had captured Bushire, Kirman, and 
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other small cities. Their major demands were for southern autonomy equal 
to that of Kurdistan and Azarbaijan, local development, removal of certain 
oppressive army officers, and, most significantly, dismissal of the Tudeh 
cabinetministers on the grounds that "communism, atheism, and anarchism 
endangered democracy, Iran, and Islam." This provided an opening for 
conservative social forces in Tehran: Chief of staff Razmara refused to attack 
the Qashqa'i unless he could also go into Kurdistan and Azarbaijan.®^ 

Prime minister Qavam now came imder considerable pressure from 
another source to address these crises. The shah, Razmara, and leading 
conservative politicians plotted a coup to oust him. They approached Amer¬ 
ican ambassador George Allen on October 14, who at first refused to either 
support or dissuade them, but then promised that the United States would 
keep the gendarmerie from interfering in Qavam's removal. On October 
16-17, Qavam acted first by dismissing the Tudeh governors of Tehran, 
Isfahan, and Kirmanshah and then the Tudeh ministers. He next annoimced 
an agreement with the southern tribal rebels granting most of their de¬ 
mands, and resigned. On October 19 he was re-appointed and his new 
cabinet had no Tudeh or pro-Soviet members, with Firuz being sent off as 
ambassador to Moscow.^ In the next several weeks he completed his 
rightward turn, arresting Tudeh members and trade unionists, banning 
leftwing publications, declaring martial law in key provinces, and appoint¬ 
ing anti-communist governors. He also announced that the elections for the 
next majlis would begin in December and indicated his intention to send 
troops into Azarbaijan and Kurdistan to "supervise" them. 

Changing circumstances in the international balance of forces contrib¬ 
uted to Qavam's political volte-face. Though the Truman doctrine of contain¬ 
ing the Soviet Union was first announced only in a March 1947 speech 
before Congress, the United States made a quieter decision to take a more 
activist role in Iran during the course of 1946 "not only by words but by 
appropriate acts." This involved something of a shift from traditional non¬ 
interventionism (at least in the Middle East) and avowed support for 
democratic forces to a decision impelled by anti-communism as a guiding 
principle to support the shah and Iran's armed forces in their efforts to 
retake the autonomous provinces. Bolstered by promises of American eco¬ 
nomic and military aid, the shah was able to force Qavam's rightward tilt, 
thereby laying the groundwork for the invasions of Azarbaijan and 
Kurdistan. The Soviet Union did little to oppose these moves, acquiescing 
in the decision to send Iranian troops to Tabriz to supervise elections for a 
majlis that it hoped would ratify its northern oil concession. It had little 
leverage with Iran anymore and could not react to Qavam's moves with any 
real effectiveness. It could only hope that a minimal force would enter 
Tabriz for the elections and then leave.®^ 
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Such was not the case. Both the Autonomous Government of Azarbaij an 
and the Kurdish Republic came to a quick end when Iranian troops ap¬ 
proached in December 1946. The DPA in Tabriz was split on whether to 
surrender or resist, but after two days of uncertainty, quietly gave up. There 
were violent reprisals against DPA members both before and after the 
Iranian army arrived, in which an)nvhere from 500 people (according to 
British and American sources) to as high as 14-15,000 (according to Soviet 
and Kurdish sources) perished. Many others either fled to the Soviet Union 
or were arrested. Of the latter, the leftwing press reported 860 people hung 
or shot by July 1947.^ After Tabriz collapsed, Qazi Muhammad in Kurdistan 
ruled out flight or resistance, and submitted to the Iranian forces before they 
reached Mahabad. While most of the tribes other than the Barzanis cooper¬ 
ated with the army, the people of Mahabad showed no enthusiasm for the 
arrival of Iranian troops, as had been the case in Tabriz. After a military trial, 
Qazi, two of his relatives, and five Kurdish officers were hanged. Mulla 
Mustafa Barzani and his tribesmen eventually made a daring move through 
Iraq and Iran to the Soviet Union in Jxme 1947, eluding the Iranian army.®^ 

The social movements in Azarbaijan and Kurdistan in 1945-46 departed 
in some significant respects from both earlier and later struggles in Iran and 
present a somewhat unusual mix of the factors involved. They were, first of 
all, not national in scope, but regional, and thus ethnic as well as class issues 
were raised. Like all primarily local movements from those of the Safavid 
period to the short-lived governments in Gilan, Khurcisan, and Azarbaijan 
after World War I, they were effectively isolated and eventually crushed by 
the central state. Halliday's judgement that they posed the most serious 
twentieth-century threat to ttie government^ is plausible only because of 
yet another unusual factor—the two autonomous regions rose and fell with 
reliance on an outside power, the Soviet Union. Local grievances and issues 
of cultural identity touched them off, but the Soviet occupation made them 
viable. Similarly, when a combination of international pressure, Iranian 
diplomatic skill, and wishful thinking or plain miscalculation on the Soviet 
side removed Soviet troops and limited Soviet aid to the two rebellious 
areas, they were quickly retaken by Iran. 

This points to the limits of these regional variants of the populist alliance. 
Far more broadly based than the typically urban form of the populist 
alliance in the Constitutional revolution, the movement in Azarbaijan in¬ 
volved both peasants and landlords, and in Kurdistan tribal chiefs, peas¬ 
ants, and tribespeople, as well as urban elements. The mobilization of the 
populace was made possible by appeals to ethnic solidarity to face the 
hostile central government, but ultimately foimdered due to internal con¬ 
flicts of interest between peasants, landlords, and the DPA in Azarbaijan, 
and tribal and urban interests in Kurdistan. Economic contradictions im- 
dermined cross-class ethnic solidarity, especially in Azarbaijan, and the lack 
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of genuine social reforms probably reduced the DPK's mass base in 
Ktirdistan. United by ethnicity, fragmented by class, paradoxically tied to 
the shifting policies of an external power to oppose the internal domination 
of the Iranian state, and regionally strong but nationally weak, the move¬ 
ments of 1945-46 were brief flourishings of oppressed ethnic and national 
minorities within Iran. 

The defeat of the Kurdish and Azarbaijani movements marked a general 
checkmate for the left in Iran and for the Soviet Union as an external actor. 
Throughout 1947 the trade union movement suffered mass arrests, as did 
the peasant organizations and Tudeh Party. The fifteenth majlis (1947-49) 
consisted largely of landlords and large merchants, and was divided into 
three major factions, all conservative—Qavam's Democrat Party (which 
soon disintegrated), a royalist bloc, and a pro-British grouping. The Soviets' 
oil concession was overwhelmingly rejected by the majlis in October 1947 
by a vote of 102 to two, signalling the complete defeat of postwar Soviet 
policy in Iran. The bill refusing the concession also directed the Ira nian 
government to enter negotiations and take action to reestablish the rights 
of Iran to all its resources, especially the southern oil concession with the 
British.^1 The end of one wave of regional social movements thus faintly 
signalled the beginning of another, nationwide struggle to come. 


The Oil Nationalization Movement, 1951-1953 

Between 1951 and 1953 the second mass social movement to take place 
in the twentieth century swept Iran. Like its predecessor the Constitutional 
revolution, the oil nationalization struggle led by Muhammad Mussadiq 
confronted both the monarchy and foreign powers in Iran, mobilized avast 
urban multi-class populist alliance, and after initial successes, suffered 
internal fragmentation and external intervention, to end in failure. Judg¬ 
ments on the thrust of this movement have yielded interpretations ranging 
from "a liberal constitutional reformist movement" to "a revolutionary 
episode."^2 phe point of view adopted here enables us to see it as a revolu¬ 
tionary attempt to break Iran's external dependence on the West, and in 
particular, on Great Britain, and internally, a far-reaching reform-oriented 
attempt to make Iran a functioning democratic constitutional monarchy. 
The keys to this interpretation lie in the nature of the oil nationalization 
issue and the struggle to construct a solid populist alliance capable of 
confronting Britain and the shah. 

Though there was a return to state repression after December 1946, the 
situation was far from one of order and tranquility, either economically or 
politically. Inflation resumed in the late 1940s. In 1949 an assassination 
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attempt on the shah failed, but provided a pretext for a ban on the Tudeh 
and renewed crackdowns on the left and labor movements. It also allowed 
the shah to gain new constitutional powers to dissolve the majUs and set 
up a senate with one-half of its members royally appointed. The 1949-50 
elections were stormy, with charges of fraud, the assassination of prime 
minister Hazhir, and eventually ilie election of a small eight-member na¬ 
tionalist group led by Mussadiq in an otherwise fairly conservative body. 
Unemployment surged, as did business bankruptcies, in 1950. In the sum¬ 
mer of that year. General 'Ali Razmara became Ae first non-civilian prime 
minister since Reza Shah. He soon alienated conservatives by relaxing 
controls on the Tudeh, and progressives by not pressing for oil nationaliza¬ 
tion. In early March of 1951 Razmara was assassinated by an assailant 
variously presumed to have been a religious extremist or a communist 
Concurrently, since 1949, the oil issue had been assuming a greater 
profile in national politics. Recognition was growing of the fundamental 
injustice of keeping royalties fixed while prices and profits increased. From 
1933 to 1949 the AIOC had a net income of 895 million pounds sterling. Of 
this amount, 500 million pounds were profits retained for capital invest¬ 
ment, 175 million pounds were paid in taxes to the British government, 115 
million pounds went as dividends to non-Iranian (mainly British) share¬ 
holders, and only 105 million pounds were paid to the Iranian govemmerit, 
some 11.9 percent of net income, or 14.6 percent of net profits.^ Other 
aggregate figures for the whole existence of the AIOC from 1908 to 1950 put 
its total profits as three to five billion dollars and Iran's share of these at ten 
to twenty percent^® In 1947, with Iran's royalties at seven million pounds, 
the AIOC had customs exemptions on imports into Iran worth six million 
pounds, and exempting oU from export taxes cost Iran 20 million pounds. 

After World War II the importance of Middle Eastern oil became increas¬ 
ingly apparent Having hitherto produced only 3.8 percent of the world's 
petroleum, the Middle East was estimated in 1945 to contain 42.1 percent of 
proven oil reserves, and by 1954 this had jumped to 64 percent In 1945 Iran 
produced more oil than all Arab countries combined and circa 1950-51 was 
accounting for 30 million of the world's 637 million tons produced, but was 
receiving only 18 cents per 42-gallon barrel, compared with 35 cents in 
Bahrain, 56 cents in Saudi Arabia, and 60 cents in Iraq. In the late 1940s U.S. 
oil companies agreed to 50-50 profit-sharing arrangements with Saudi 
Arabia and Venezuela. When Iran demanded revisions of its royalties, the 
AIOC proposed only a "Supplemental Agreement" that would have given 
Iran a royalty of six rather than four shillings per ton in 1949. Mussadiq led 
a filibuster against this in July 1949 and it was never ratified by the majlis.^ 
Events moved quickly in 1951 to prove Churchill's 1914 prognosis wrong 
(see the first epigraph to this chapter). In January mass meetings were held 
both by Mussadiq's National Front and in mosques demanding national- 
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ization of oil. The majlis oil conunittee recommended nationalization on 
March 8 (the day after Razmara's assassination); the majlis endorsed the 
resolution on March 15 and the senate on March 20. In April oil workers 
struck for two weeks to protest wage cuts and to demand nationalization. 
On April 28 Mussadiq became prime minister by a vote of 79 to 12; on April 
30 both chambers of the assembly passed the oil nationalization bill; and on 
May 1 the shah promulgated the law formally dispossessing the AIOC and 
authorizing creation of the National Iranian Oil Company (NIOC).^^ These 
events touched off a British economic blockade and signalled the start of 
the two-year oil nationalization struggle, a tumultuous period in the history 
of Iranian social change. 


Mussadiq, the National Front, and the New Populist Alliance 

The National Front had its origins in a dual protest by various critics of 
government manipulation of the 1949 elections and the proposed supple¬ 
mentary oU agreement The group eventually elected eight representatives 
from Tehran, including Mussadiq, Husain Makki, Dr. Muzaffar Baqa'i, and 
Abulhassan Hairizadeh, as well as AUahyar Saleh, elected from Kashan. In 
the next two years, a larger group of parties representing various middle 
and lower classes joined the National Front, while other progressive ele¬ 
ments, including the Tudeh and part of the ulama, generally supported its 
main issue—the nationalization of oil. The main constituent parties in the 
National Front included: the Iran Party, a left-of-center non-communist 
grouping of intellectuals, technocrats, professionals, and students; the Toil¬ 
ers Party, divided into a group of intellectuals and workers under Khalil 
Maliki which had left the Tudeh and a group of artisans, traders, and more 
centrist intellectuals around Baqa'i; the bazaar-rooted Mujahidin-i Islam of 
traders, guild leaders, religious students and ulama led by the clerics Shams 
al-Din Qunatabadi and Ayatullah Kashani; and the small Pan-Iran Party of 
Dariush Furuhar, appealing with a right-wing nationalism to secondary 
students and marginal classes, including some lutis.^ The acknowledged 
leader of the National Front coalition was the extremely popular prime 
minister Muhammad Mussadiq. Mussadiq's main political platform cen¬ 
tered around three somewhat related issues—^the nationalization of Iran's 
resources, parliamentary democracy, and internal reforms to ensure eco¬ 
nomic improvement Mussadiq's populist appeal shows through in an 
October 1951 speech in which he said: "Wherever the people are, the majless 
is in the same place."^® 

The movement also included organizations and classes outside those 
represented in the National Front itself. The Tudeh Parly retained great 
popular support among progressive intellectuals and the working class. 
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Although its membership was down (due to repression and the adoption 
of a more cell-like underground structure), it was capable of calling large 
demonstrations, and on at least one occasion (in July 1952) its crowds (if not 
its leadership) helped keep Mussadiq in power. Relations between the 
Tudeh and Mussadiq were generally not harmonious however. Mussadiq 
was tolerant of Tudeh activities, permitting much freedom to organize and 
publicize its views, but he was restrained in his political dealings with the 
party. The Tudeh leadership, for its part, was split on how to deal with the 
oil nationalization movement; the more experienced members saw 
Mussadiq as progressive and anti-British, but the newer cadres tended to 
set the overall policy, opposing him "as the puppet of the comprador 
bourgeoisie attached to American imperialism" and as a feudal landlord.^^ 
Despite the wishes of many activists and ordinary citizens at the base, the 
two sides never worked effectively together throughout most of this period. 
To the extent that the Tudeh had more working-class support, especially in 
the trade union movement, this tended to mute somewhat the participation 
of a crucial force in the populist alliance. 

Another important social group that forged a more fluid relationship 
with the movement was the ulama, and beyond them, the bazaar classes 
generally. The ulama in this period split into various groups: High-ranking 
ulama were for the most part inactive or neutral, as the leading mujtahid, 
Ayatullah Burujirdi, had in 1949 prohibited ulama from joining parties and 
instead urged them to attend primarily to rebuilding the religious institu¬ 
tions of Iran. Many younger, lower-ranking ulama enthusiastically sup¬ 
ported the movement however, as did other high- and middle-rank ulama, 
including Ayatullah Zanjani, Sayyid Mahmud (later Ayatullah) Taliqani, 
Mirza Muhammad Taqi Khwansari, Ayatullah 'Ali Akbar Burqa'i (known 
as the "Red Ayatullah"), and others. As many as one-third of the majlis 
members were ulama, many in the Mujahidin-i Islam. Other religious 
elements were not so supportive. The less eminent but very popular 
Ayatullah Kashani was in the early part of the struggle an active advocate 
for the movement, but later broke with Mussadiq at a crucial juncture. The 
Fada'ian-i Islam, a small, radical, fervently Islamic group that carried out 
political assassinations (including Razmara's in 1951) gave some support to 
Kashani but was resolutely opposed to the National Front and Mussadiq, 
because of the generally secular thrust of the movement It came to support 
the shah in the final showdown of 1953, as did Kashani, not to mention a 
number of long-standing royalist ulama, such as Ayatullah Muhammad 
Bihbihani. The various trends within the ulama influenced the other ele¬ 
ments of the bazaar social structure, which was on the whole a source of 
pro-Mussadiq forces among the artisans, small traders, and merchants. The 
marginal class luti toughs, it may be added, participated on both sides of 
the movement (though more decisively for the royalists) and could be 
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mobilized by the ulama and some elements in the Tudeh and National 
Front 

Two final classes to take note of are the peasants and the tribes. Mussadiq 
found a somewhat unlikely ally in the Qashqa'i tribe, which had remained 
a locally powerful force since the 1946 rebellion and which remembered him 
as a popular governor of Pars in the 1920s. Mussadiq was seen as a symbol 
of nationalism opposed to the British (and by extension to the British- 
backed Bakhtiari tribe, the Qashqa'is' regional rival) and as an alternative 
to the return of the oppressive monarchic dictatorship of the 1930s. Other 
tribal groups were not very active in the movement on either side. Nor were 
the peasants on the whole; as in the Constitutional revolution they were 
difficult to mobilize for reasons of geography, landlord domination, and the 
government's lack of interest in any substantial land reform project^^ 

We are now in a position to make a preliminary assessment of the class 
composition of the oil nationalization movement Ivanov's generalization 
that the National Front was limited to "nationalistically inclined land¬ 
owner-bourgeois politicians and representatives of the intelligentsia," that 
it was a "national bourgeois organization,"^ will not do for characterizing 
the movement as a whole. Diba, Abrahamian, and Katouzian rightly point 
to the participation of students, industrial workers, artisans, traders, mer¬ 
chants, ulama, urban women, and the Qashqa'i—^what Abrahamian refers 
to as "two divergent forces: the traditional middle class... and the modem 
middle class."^* I would conceptualize these social forces as a muld-dass 
alliance of dominated and middle classes from the petty-commodity, capi¬ 
talist, and a section of the pastoral-nomadic modes of production. Both 
conceptions point to the mixed bases of this populist alliance and the 
material and ideological strains that were forming within it Abrahamian 
notes that in terms of political culture, of its two components, "one was 
conservative, religious, theocratic, and mercantile; the other was modern¬ 
istic, secular, technocratic, and socialistic."^ There was also, in my view, a 
centrist, democratic, and liberal outlook embodied in the person of 
Mussadiq. Only the broadest aims could hold this coalition together—op¬ 
position to British imperialism and to the claims of the monarchy and 
military on state and society. Both internal political economic developments 
and external forces put severe pressures on the populist alliance, ultimately 
causing it to fragment. 


TJte Political Economy of the Mussadiq Period 

The drama of Iran's economy in the 1951-53 period centered around the 
question of oil. Mussadiq had nationalized oil for both economic and 
moral-political reasons. Economically, he felt, "With the oil revenues we 
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could meet our entire budget and combat poverty, disease, and backward¬ 
ness among our people."^^ In the event that nationalization led to a short¬ 
term fall in production he felt that the new terms would still equal past 
receipts and leave Iran's oil in the ground for the benefit of coming gener¬ 
ations. In fact, almost all of Iran's oil remained in the ground after April 1951 
due to a British-organized international boycott and military blockade, 
which was widely observed by the world's oil companies. This forced the 
elaboration of a new economic policy around the concept of an "oil-less 
economy" predicated on doing without oil revenues (which it could be 
argued were used unproductively by the state an)way in the past and had 
benefited only an elite of top bureaucrats, army officers, the court, and 
indirectly, landowners and merchants who paid little or no income tax as a 
result). 

The keys to the success of an oil-less economy lay in readjusting foreign 
trade and expanding domestic production. In 1952, the only full year of the 
Mussadiq administration, Iran's oil exports were reduced to negligible 
levels, yet a positive balance of trade without oil was achieved for the first 
time, a result repeated in 1953. This was accomplished by cutting imports 
by almost 25 percent in 1952. Non-oil exports such as carpets, Caspian fish 
and caviar, live sheep, rice, tobacco, and cotton were increased to meet the 
reduced import demands. The favorable balance of trade moreover ob¬ 
tained despite a fall in the terms of trade from a level of 100 in 1948 to 90 in 
1949 and 69 in 1952. The total surplus however was less than in the pre-1951 
period when large oil exports made the picture more favorable. The effect 
of these new trade patterns on merchants was mixed: Large import-export 
businessmen in the chamber of commerce were alienated, but traders in 
carpets, dried fruits, and other products did well and the bazaar merchants 
remained pro-Mussadiq.^ 

In terms of overall production there was a slowing but not a decline in 
the growth of GNP. There is some debate on the main trends in industry; 
Graham and others feel industrialization was impeded. Certainly, the im¬ 
port of capital goods was down, as was capital formation generally.^* 
Keddie however argues that there was industrial expansion in the direction 
of increased import-substitution and self-sufficiency, due to the limits on 
imports. Thus sugar-refining, textiles, cement, and mining increased their 
output The construction industry in housing and commercial building 
continued to expand though there was less government building imder- 
taken. On balance it would seem that there was a reactivation of domestic 
industry compared with the immediate pre-1951 years. There was a business 
recession in 1952, but there had been many banl^ptcies in 1950 as well, so 
the Mussadiq policies were not entirely to blame. Strike data show a great 
increase in incidents, from 4-5 per year in the 1948-50 period to 42 in 1951, 
55 in 1952, and 71 in the first eight months of 1953; this can be read as a sign 
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of health both in terms of the political atmosphere and the bargaining 
position of labor. Finally, it is difficult to gauge developments in the 
artisanal sector which accounted for so much of Iran's small-scale produc¬ 
tion; one may hazard the guess that it too benefited from the drop in 
imported goods, and bazaar support for the government is another possible 
sign of improved conditions.^^ Agriculture maintained or increased produc¬ 
tion levels as well. As late as May 1953 the U.S. commercial attach^ reported 
that agriculture was doing well. In the absence of any land reform other 
than an unenforced decree in 1952 that landlords return a ten percent share 
back to the peasant, living standards however remained poor and inade¬ 
quate in the countryside. The first signs of a burgeoning rural-to-urban 
migration underline this point The tribes seem to have continued their 
post-1941 recovery, and the pro-Mussadiq Qashqa'i in particular "enjoyed 
unprecedented peace and prosperity."®® 

One sector which was hard hit by the oil crisis was the state itself. The 
lack of oil revenues was compounded by reduced customs receipts as trade 
fell, the difficulties of collecting income taxes, and the unpopularity of such 
new taxes as the one on cigarettes and tobacco. Britain froze Iran's sterling 
funds, worth $26 million. The government issued $25 million worth of 
bonds in February 1952, called "Popular Debt"; the bazaar and lower classes 
bought them but the wealthy held back. Nevertheless the state deficit grew 
even larger than in the past, rising sixfold between 1951 and 1954, as the 
obligation to pay the oil labor force was taken on even as exports were cut 
The state thus faced severely straitened circumstances.*^ 

The overall economic situation during the Mussadiq period was neither 
"desperate" nor, on the other hand, "thriving." There was a reduction in 
foreign trade which altered consumption patterns but also encouraged 
steps toward import-substitution (or at least expansion of existing capacity) 
and greater self-sufficiency. The standard of living in the cities and espe¬ 
cially in the countryside was certainly not high, but it does not seem to have 
worsened appreciably nor were all the economic problems of the period 
unique in that most of them predated the Mussadiq administration. Never¬ 
theless the state had more or less severe fiscal problems, and the urban 
population did suffer from inflation of seven to 16 percent a year, low 
factory wages, and a degree of unemployment*^ Thus, while some real 
achievements were registered, notably in proving that Iran could subsist 
without oil revenues, there was an underlying reality of widespread, if not 
deep, economic discontent 

If the domestic economy was not completely in a shambles, political 
happenings were often on a crisis plane, and Iran's external relations were 
decidedly unfavorable during 1952-53. Mussadiq's general program inter¬ 
nally aimed at greater democratization of society. A number of gains were 
made: Some political prisoners were released, the Tudeh's front organiza- 
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tions operated more freely, numerous publications opposed to the govern¬ 
ment circulated. Mussadiq himself was personally incorruptible and lived 
a widely-admired austere lifestyle. Reforms of the judicial, electoral, and 
educational bureaucracies were mandated, and their performance was gen¬ 
erally impressive.®^ The overall limits to this program lay in the lack of 
economically-oriented reforms—especially in agriculture, but also with 
respect to labor—and the fact that the democratic transformation of society 
was constrained by a larger struggle for control of the state, which led 
Mussadiq into political contradictions. 

In the complex struggle over the nature of the state Mussadiq had to 
battle both long-standing conservative elements and the disparate forces 
within and without his own populist alliance, a most difficult balancing act 
to sustain. Basically he aimed to shift the locus of power away from the shah, 
senate, and army to the majlis and the cabinet, including his own office of 
prime minister. The 1952 majlis elections were a revealing setback for the 
government Mussadiq wanted them to be free (i.e. unmanipulated by his 
government), but this left the field open to control by the army, shah, and 
conservative elite in the provinces. The National Front did well in the freer 
atmosphere of the major cities, winning all twelve seats for Tehran. 
Mussadiq was compelled however to stop the voting due to the coercive 
situation in the provinces as soon as a quorum of seventy-nine deputies w^ 
elected. Of these, only thirty were members of or close to the National Front, 
while another bloc of 25-iO were fence-sitters who would vote with the 
prevailing side, and at least a dozen were solidly pro-shah.®^ 

A serious political crisis arose in July 1952 when Mussadiq resigned over 
the issue of whether he or the shah would control the army. The shah's 
appointment of Qavam as prime minister provoked the National Front to 
call a general strike for July 21, on which day Tudeh-, religious-, and 
nationalist-led crowds fought the police and army in the streets. Shouts of 
"Down with the Shah! We want a people's republic!" were heard and atleast 
sixty-nine people were killed and 750 wounded, most of them workers and 
artisans. The shah finally ordered Qavam's resignation in order to restore 
order, and the majlis unanimously renominated Mussadiq as prime minis¬ 
ter. The brief mobilization of Tudeh supporters for Mussa^q both showed 
the Tudeh's mass following as nearly equal to and critical for the success of 
the National Front's, and alienated conservative and religious groups 
within the oil nationalization movement, without firmly attaching the 
Tudeh to the alliance in their place.®^ 

Mussadiq used his return to power to press his struggle for control of 
the state more aggressively against the coiut. In August 1952 he was granted 
"emergency powers" by Ae majlis to implement legislation in connection 
with his reform program without majlis approval for six months. In January 
1953 these special powers were extended for twelve more months. His majlis 
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supporters then forced the dissolution of the royalist-dominated senate, 
and Mussadiq promised elections in the near future with a term limited to 
two years. The court's budget was cut, the shah had to transfer the royal 
estates back to the government, and a critical battle for control of the army 
was begun. Senior officers were purged, some on charges of embezzlement, 
and nationalist officers were promoted. At the same time the defence budget 
was cut 15 percent By the spring of 1953 Mussadiq was in nominal control 
of the military and police, but the retired officers and others still active were 
plotting against him in a situation where the balance of power was rather 
unclear.®^ Mussadiq's assumption of plenary powers also alienated some 
members of the populist alliance itself, notably speaker of the majlis 
Ayatullah Kashani and Dr. Muzaffar Baqa'i of the Toilers Party. Both acted 
as much from personal jealousy as political or religious principles. These 
splits took from the oil nationalization movement some of its ability to 
mobilize street crowds at crucial moments. At the very least the defectors 
from the populist alliance indirectiy aided the anti-Mussadiq coalition 
consisting of the court, retired and active army officers, conservative ulama 
such as AyatuUah Bihbihani, pro-British conservative landlords, large mer¬ 
chants, and the majlis opposition.®^ 

The stage for a coup was further set in 1953 by the evolution of Iran's 
foreign relations with the major outside powers—Great Britain, the United 
States, and the Soviet Union. Mussadiq's foreign policy was predicated on 
the concept of "negative equilibrium," in effect a neutral, non-aligned 
pursuit of national independence which would deny concessions and 
influence to all outside powers rather than balance them off against one 
another as had been the case since Qajar times. Such straightforward 
rejection of all demands would have been difficult in the best of world- 
systemic conjunctures. In the context of the oil nationalization and the cold 
war it brought sharp conflict with Great Britain, growing involvement of 
the United States in Iran's affairs, and the inactive hostility of the Soviet 
Union—all of which contributed greatly to the coming coup. 

The consequences of failure to resolve the oil dispute with the British 
were grave for Iran. Unsuccessful negotiations in 1951 and 1952 foundered 
on British unwillingness to accept the principle of nationalization as well 
as excessive concern with their own prestige (and beyond that, of course, 
with profits). The British began a production slowdown immediately in 
April 1951 and after being expelled from Abadan in the summer undertook 
a full naval blockade and international boycott to prevent Iran from export¬ 
ing oil on its own. This cut exports from 241.4 million barrels in 1951 to 10.6 
million in 1952. The AIOC meanwhile suffered no great economic inconve¬ 
nience because it simply stepped up production in Iraq. There is evidence 
that Mussadiq personally wanted to settle the dispute in 1952, either with 



292 


Democratimtion, Separatism, Nationalization, Coup 


World Bank mediation or directiy with Britain, but that he feared the 
unpopularity of this measure at home, and his advisers talked him out of it 
Katouzian argues persuasively that this was a decisive turning point in the 
movement, for getting the best terms possible could have reversed the 
internal and external pressures building toward a coup and given the 
government breathing space and the revenues to carry out reforms. On the 
other hand, it is difficult to see how the issue could have been resolved in 
the eyes of the Iranian people short of nationalization and how the British 
would have accepted anything less than non-nationalization. Instead of a 
resolution, the advent of a conservative government in Britain by 1952 put 
active plans to carry out a coup in Iran on the agenda.®* 

In this the British were ultimately aided by the United States. If the 1946 
crisis over Azarbaijan had been the turning point in American-Iranian 
relations, the 1951-53 period marked the point of no return, during which 
the United States eventually committed itself to bolster the shah on his 
throne and took over from Great Britain the role of hegemonic power in 
Iran. The United States at first looked like a possible source of support for 
Mussadiq in his struggle with the British, promising continued aid and 
delivery of a previously discussed $25 million Export-Import Bank loan in 
May 1951. In November 1951 Mussadiq asked Truman for a $120 million 
loan; the new Eisenhower administration refused this in 1952 on the 
grounds that Iran "had access to plentiful revenues from its oil reserves."®^ 
In November 1952 Mussadiq and Kashani asked again for a $100 million 
loan and that U.S. companies buy Iranian oil, a policy favored by the smaller 
independent American oil companies. Eisenhower however informed 
Mussadiq in June 1953 that "the Government of the United States was not 
presently in a position to extend more aid to Iran or to purchase Iranian 
oil."^ The only American aid that continued to flow to Iran in this period 
took the form of advisers and equipment to the army and police. Mussadiq 
in fact halted this briefly because it was conditional on a commitment to 
Western defence, but the United States, eager to retain influence with the 
military, backed down and stated that Iran could follow a non-aligned 
policy.’^ 

Meanwhile, since 1948, the newly established CIA had operated a propa¬ 
ganda and political action program in Iran called BEDAMN, directed 
against Tudeh and Soviet influence. Two Iranians codenamed Nerren and 
Cilley were given one million dollars a year to get anti-communist articles, 
books, and cartoons published, to distribute le^ets, start rumors, and hire 
street gangs (especially from the SUMKA (Nazi) and Pan-Iran parties) to 
fight with Tudeh crowds, to infiltrate Tudeh demonstrations, to pay ulama 
to attack the Tudeh in sermons, and to organize attacks on mosques and 
public figures which could then be blamed on the Tudeh. The CIA, seem- 
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ingly independently of the Truman administration and the state depart¬ 
ment, also used BEDAMN against Mussadiq's National Front, making 
efforts to provoke splits and approaching I^hani, BaqaT, and others 
through intermediaries with incentives to break from Mussadiq.^^ U.S. 
policy was increasingly dictated by a reflex anti-communism which failed 
to distinguish Third World nationalists from pro-Soviet forces; in the 
context of the Truman doctrine aimed at containing revolutionary move¬ 
ments in the Third World, Mussadiq was a somewhat ambivalent phenom¬ 
enon—a non-communist nationalist. In January 1952 the U.S. state 
department described American aims in Iran: "Our primary objective is the 
maintenance of Iran as an independent country aligned with the free world. 
A secondary objective is to assure access of the Western world to Iran's 
petroleum, and as a corollary to deny access to the Soviet bloc."^^ As late as 
the end of 1952 state department an^ysts concluded that Mussadiq should 
be accorded support and understanding. The newly-installed Eisenhower 
administration however came increasingly to see Mussadiq as a direct or 
indirect threat to the status quo. In April 1953 secretary of state John Foster 
Dulles noted: "there has developed a spirit of nationalism (in the Middle 
East) which has at times grown fanatical in its opposition to the Western 
powers."^ Whereas the Truman administration had generally favored the 
independent American oil companies, the Eisenhower regime listened more 
attentively to the international oil cartel. Dulles and his brother Allen (head 
of the CIA) were senior partners in the law firm of Sullivan and Cromwell 
which had long represented the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company. Though John 
Foster Dulles was stating in June 1953 that "The United States will avoid 
any unwanted interference in the oil dispute," the truth is that serious 
planning for a coup had begun in late 1952 in joint consultations with the 
British.^^ 

The Soviet Union, meanwhile, did not return to a position of real influ¬ 
ence in Iran after the 1946 d^b4cle. In fact, it did almost nothing to support 
Mussadiq, but nevertheless was perceived as a serious threat to Iranian 
independence by the United States, thereby dealing a double blow to the 
National Front's cause. Economically, it obstinately refused to repatriate the 
$20 million it still owed the Iranian state from World War n. This exacer¬ 
bated considerably the regime's fiscal crisis. Barter and trade with the Soviet 
Union did increase in the 1952-53 period and contributed to the balancing 
of Iran's trade, but when the Caspian fisheries concession finally expired in 
January 1953 Iran was in no mood for a renewal. Politically, the U.S.S.R. 
maintained formal relations with the Mussadiq government, but in Diba's 
judgment, "the Soviet attitude ... vacillated between a 'hands-off policy 
and the maintenance of correct but politically distant relations."^ This 
reserve and the underlying lack of clarity in its assessment of the National 
Front was a factor in Tudeh policy, which also hurt the movement a great 
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deal. When Stalin died in March 1953 Soviet diplomatic initiatives became 
even more tentative and further removed the country from the interna¬ 
tional arena. There was thus little credible Soviet geo-political threat to Iran, 
but Mussadiq's resolute non-alignment unfortunately appeared all too 
pro-Soviet to a West accustomed to thinking of Iran as a country which must 
be in a subordinate relation to one or another "greater" power.^ 

The sum of these vectors of external relations was the isolation of the 
Mussadiq government from effective support internationally in its struggle 
with Great Britain, and moreover to align against it the considerable re¬ 
sources of American foreign policy by 1953, the critical year for the nation¬ 
alist movement. Iran was once again enmeshed in a geo-political battle not 
of its own making, but which would affect it with irresistible force, tipping 
the scales in an internal social struggle. 


The Coup of August 19,1953 

What were the causes of the coup d'etat of August 19, 1953? Social 
scientists and historians have emphasized varying factors. Zabih and 
Abrahamian stress internal reasons, such as the importance of the mistakes 
made by Mussadiq or the growing strength of a conservative opposition. 
Kermit Roosevelt (one of the CIA operatives involved) and Gasiorowski 
highlight the role played by outside forces, arguing that the coup would 
never have succeeded without American involvement A few writers, nota¬ 
bly Keddie, Katouzian, and to a lesser extent Cottam, have noted the 
importance of both internal and external factors, a more judicious judgment 
in my view.^* Each of these factors, internal and extern^, played a role and 
must be carefully appraised. Ultimately, they are inter-related in a fashion 
such that no one could have succeeded without the others, a conclusion 
which emerges from careful analysis of the general background, actors 
involved, and the flow of events during and after the coup itself. 

From January to August 1953 both domestic and international develop¬ 
ments buffeted the Mussadiq administration, finally building to a tense 
height on the eve of the coup. In January the National Front suffered the 
defections of Kashani, Baqa'i, and other leaders, as already mentioned. In 
February, General Fazlullah Zahidi was arrested for plotting with foreign¬ 
ers to overthrow the government; in retrospect his release can be seen as an 
error. On February 28 came an abortive coup attempt through royalist 
rioting possibly directed at the assassination of Mussac^q. On March 20 the 
latest Western proposals on the oil problem were rejected. The end of April 
brought the kidnap and murder of police chief General Muhammad 
Afshartus, a man loyal to Mussadiq. This was followed by street clashes 
which continued into June between groups of royalists, nationalists, and 
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factions inside and outside the movement In late May Mussadiq requested 
help in marketing oil from the Eisenhower administration; the negative 
American response came on June 29,1953.^ 

In the meantime a constitutional crisis was brewing. The opposition 
deputies boycotted sessions, refusing to allow a quorum to vote on the 
extent of the shah's powers. In late June Dr. 'Abdullah Muazimi, the 
National Front's candidate for speaker of the majlis, narrowly defeated 
Kashani, 41 to 32. Mussadiq began to seriously consider dissolving the 
majlis, something which only the shah could do, although the prime min¬ 
ister could request it. In late July the National Front deputies prepared the 
way for this by resigning en masse, followed by most of the independents 
who thought it prudent to emulate them in hopes of being re-elected. This 
was followed by a national referendum on whether the majlis should be 
dissolved—an extraordinary event—^between August 3 and 10. The oppo¬ 
sition boycotted the vote; the National Front was supported in it by the 
Tudeh, tribes, and peasants. In non-secret (i.e. rather coercive) balloting the 
results were a landslide for Mussadiq: 2,04339 votes for, oitiy 1,207 against 
On August 12 Mussadiq demanded tiie shah's farman to dissolve the majlis, 
setting the scene for the crucial events of August 16-19.^®® 

On the side of the coup-makers, the British, the United States, and a 
variety of conservative Iranian elements collaborated in planning and 
carrying out the series of moves that resulted in the overthrow of Mussadiq. 
The first plans were drawn up by British intelligence and the foreign office 
as early as June 1951. The British had contemplated an invasion of Abadan 
in autumn 1951 but called it off when Truman withheld American support 
and pushed for negotiations instead. Serious Anglo-American coup plan¬ 
ning began in late 1952 after the British embassy staff was forced to leave 
Iran and the Eisenhower administration had come into office. Two weeks 
after the latter's inauguration, on February 3,1953, the two sides met and 
agreed to a plan for the overthrow of Mussadiq and his replacement as 
prime minister by General Zahidi, a plan codenamed AJAX, suggesting the 
"cleansing" action they had in mind. Besides the oil boycott and economic 
blockade, the British contribution was its network of Iranian intelligence 
operatives inside the country—^"Majlis members, royal court officials, news¬ 
men, bank officials, both active and retired military officers and even the 
bazaaris and some of the cletics."^®^ 

The CIA already had its ongoing anti-Tudeh operation BEDAMN in 
place. The focus was simply changed to a direct attack on Mussadiq. Indeed 
the anti-communist mentdity of the highest levels of the CIA and the state 
department seems to have been such that there was no problem in blurring 
the distinction between Mussadiq and the communist "threat" to Iran. 
Money was spent on anti-Mussadiq newspaper articles, radio broadcasts, 
and the "purchase" of demonstrators at the crucial moment Contacts with 
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opposition members of the majlis, retired and active army officers, and the 
shah himself were made. On August 10 CIA director Allen Dulles, American 
ambassador to Iran Loy Henderson and the shah's twin sister Ashraf met at 
a Swiss resort, while Brigadier General Norman Schwartzkopf conferred 
with the shah at his summer palace on the Caspian. Thus was set in motion 
"the first peacetime use of covert action by the United States to overthrow 
a foreign govemment."^'’^ 

These foreign plotters worked with a variety of internal elements to plan 
and carry out their coup. The most important of these were Zahidi as the 
man designated to replace Mussadiq, agents such as Nerren, Cilley, and the 
Rashidian brothers who made contacts and mobilized crowds, and the shah 
himself who played a reluctant but significant role if only as a figurehead 
and rallying point Zahidi, a landowner from Rasht whose career had 
spanned high military, police, and government posts, coordinated a group 
of retired officers in the secret Committee to Save the Nation, and key active 
personnel including commander of the Imperial Guards Colonel Nasiri, air 
force chief General Gilanshah, tank commanders in Tehran and the heads 
of the secret police and gendarmerie. The shah was at first noncommittal 
and hesitant when Schwartzkopf broached the suggestion that he dismiss 
Mussadiq at the height of his popularity and try to put Zahidi in his place, 
but finally agreed to it after he was radioed assurances of official American 
and British involvement. Not a part of the actual plotting but ready to play 
supporting roles were certain ulama such as Ayatullah Bihbihani, large 
merchants, tribal chiefs, and landlords, disaffected majlis deputies, the 
religious extremists of the Fada'ian-i Islam, luti elements led by Sha'ban 
"Bimokh" (the Brainless), and the social forces associated with each of these, 
many encouraged by the anti-National Front slogan, "Better Shah than the 
Tudeh."i03 

With the majlis dissolved (or almost) after the referendum, it was unclear, 
from a constitutional point of view, whether the shah could dismiss the 
prime minister. Nevertheless, this is the form the first coup attempt took, 
on the night of August 15-16. The shah sent Colonel Nasiri of the Imperial 
Guards late at night to Mussadiq's house with a decree dismissing him and 
appointing Zahidi in his place. Prepared for such a move, Mussadiq ordered 
his own guards to arrest Nasiri and the Imperial Guards unit at Shemiran 
outside Tehran, where foreign minister Husain Fatemi and other National 
Front members had been detained, thus completely forestalling the shah's 
attempted constitutional coup.^®* 

Having failed to oust Mussadiq, the shah flew out of the country on 
Sunday, August 16, first to Baghdad and then to Rome. Zahidi went into 
hiding at a CIA safe-house in Tehran. That morning Mussadiq addressed 
the country over the radio, stating that he was taking full control of the 
government, dissolving the majlis. His position was that the decree dismiss- 
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ing him was a forgery or illegal, since only the majlis could dismiss a prime 
minister. The shah claimed that only he could dissolve the majlis, while CIA 
operatives made copies of the shah's decree available to the press to bolster 
Zahidi's claim. Meanwhile, foreign minister Fatemi made a fiery speech 
calling for the abolition of the monarchy. The flight of the shah was greeted 
by widespread demonstrations of popular approval: Statues of Reza Shah 
and Muhammad Reza Shah were toppled in Tehran and Hamadan, portraits 
were taken down in restaurants, offices, homes, and even public build¬ 
ings. 

On Monday and Tuesday, August 17-18, demonstrations occurred dur¬ 
ing which crowds clashed with the police, stoned American cars, and 
ransacked U.S. information centers in Tehran and the provinces. Slogans 
included the call for a republic. Gasiorowski documents that CIA agents 
Nerren and Cilley hired some participants in these anti-shah demonstra¬ 
tions, while others were right-wing Pan-Iran Party members, with real 
Tudeh members naturally joining in. U.S. ambassador Henderson asked 
Mussadiq to break them up with the police, and in a fateful decision, 
Mussadiq agreed, responding to the public's fears of disorder. The Tudeh 
then called its cadres off the streets. In part the Tudeh may have done this 
because it realized the crowds were organized by provocateurs. Other 
explanations include miscalculation and confusion on its part, or the adop¬ 
tion of a wait-and-see attitude toward events not of its own making. The 
next day, as the coup unfolded, Mussadiq (perhaps fearing a civil war) did 
not call on the population to resist, and his own National Front supporters 
also stayed off the streets as he had asked them to do on the 18th, to restore 
order. 

These events prepared the way for the easy success of the second coup 
on Wednesday August 19. On this day, under cover of a pro-shah demon¬ 
stration, army units took the radio station, moved tanks into central Tehran, 
and fought a pitched battle around Mussadiq's house, from which he was 
convinced to flee by his associates. Zahidi announced the success of the 
coup on the radio, imposed a curfew, and pledged to prepare for the shah's 
return. By nightfall the city was calm and in the army's hands. The coup- 
makers had played the decisive role in all of these events. The several 
thousand people in the royalist crowd consisted of lutis and lurban margin¬ 
als mobilized by Sha'ban Bimokh and Ayatullah Bihbihani, peasants 
trucked in from the countryside and some onlookers either angered or 
worried by the "Tudeh" demonstrations or disillusioned with Mussadiq. 
They were paid with CIA funds provided to Iranian operatives. The exact 
role played by Kashani is unclear At the least he is alleged to have stayed 
on the sidelines, as did the Tudeh and National Front (who had been so 
directed by their leaders); at the most he seems to have led one crowd and 
may have received money through intermediaries whom he didn't know 
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were paid by the CIA. Cottam's account uses the term "Bihbihani dollars" 
for the CIA money used to mobilize the crowd; so much American money 
flooded the market that the value of the dollar fell precipitously.^®^ 

The coup itself claimed 300 lives. In the next few days there was passive 
resistance in the bazaar and provinces, met by hundreds of arrests under 
martial law. National Front leaders received jail terms of up to ten years; 
foreign minister Fatemi was executed. The Tudeh Party was even more 
ruthlessly repressed: Between 1953 and 1957, forty officiis were executed, 
fourteen tortured to death, 200 imprisoned for life and 3,000 rank and file 
members arrested. The leading Qashqa'i chiefs were exiled from Iran, their 
property confiscated. Mussadiq defended himself eloquently at his court 
martial; the court was unable to sentence him to death. He spent three years 
in prison followed by strict house arrest in his village, unable to communi¬ 
cate with his county, until his death in 1967.1®® The new Zahidi regime 
restored the monarchy, soon benefited from massive American aid, and in 
1954 made a deal with the international oil cartel to resolve the oil dispute 
on terms short of a thorough-going nationalization. 


Conclusions: A Second Opportunity Missed 

Important similarities and contrasts exist between the Constitutional 
revolution of 1905-1911 and the oil nationalization movement of 1951-53. 
Both saw multi-class, urban popular alliances respond to situations of 
dependency by initiating massive social movements aimed in part against 
the state and in part against foreign control of Iran. Both went through a 
course characterized by initial successes, followed by splits in the populist 
alliance which provided an opening for massive external intervention. Both 
were followed by a period of stronger central control under the shah and 
compression of Iran's underlying social forces by the state. 

The 1951-53 oil nationalization movement differed from the earlier rev¬ 
olution in that it emphasized the struggle against external dependency 
more than the internal conflict with the shah. Mussadiq was in many ways 
a pioneering figure in the efforts of small Third World nations to break 
through situations of dependency on the West He popularized the princi¬ 
ple of using national wealth, linidng "oil, political power, sovereignty."^®^ 
He wanted Iran not only to own, but to run, its oil industry, without British 
interference. In this he was the contemporary of Gandhi and Nehru in India, 
Nasser in Egypt, Sukarno in Indonesia, Nkrumah in Ghana, Arbenz and 
Arevalo in Guatemala, Ben Bellah in Algeria—leaders of movements of 
national liberation against colonial power. 
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The significance of this project of overcoming dependency is also mea¬ 
sured by the difficulties encountered along the way. Internally, the populist 
alliance proved impossible to hold together. The National Front itseU was 
very popular, but weakly organized. The Tudeh Party, which represented 
much of the working class and intelligentsia, remained somewhat outside 
the movement The predominantly secular political culture of the move¬ 
ment could not appeal to all the ulama, some of whom opposed it all along 
while others, notably Kashani, who left it at the critical moment, siphoned 
off part of its social base in the bazaar and among urban marginals. 
Mussadiq himself was a brilliant and charismatic leader, but he also made 
mistakes or was forced into irresolvable contradictions, such as his inability 
to end the oil dispute and the assumption of plenary powers which also 
split off some of his original supporters among them Baqa'i, Makki, and 
I^shani. 

Nor did Mussadiq ever get full control over the institutions of the Iranian 
state, despite an understanding of the importance of this and valiant efforts 
to do so. He transformed the small eight-person National Front delegation 
of 1950 into a legislative force capable of guiding the whole majlis on 
occasion, and when this failed he managed to have himself granted extraor¬ 
dinary powers to rule by a form of provisional decrees. He reduced the 
power of the conservative senate by adroit maneuvering and used the 
referendum to dissolve the majlis when it obstructed the government But 
for all his strenuous attempts he was unable to secure the loyalty of the 
shah's key power base in the army, which was the internal instrument of 
his overthrow in the end. 

The army and shah were guided largely by plans originating from 
outside the country. In the three-way struggle among the great powers that 
began during World War II, first the Soviet Union dropped out of the 
picture with the defeat of the separatist movements in 1946, and then Britain 
was effectively checkmated in 1951-52 by the nationalization of the AIOC 
and severance of diplomatic relations. Unable to confront Iran alone, Britain 
brought the United States into the conflict, literally handing over the plans 
for a coup, and ultimately losing its hegemonic position in Iran to the 
American government and oil companies. Iran was in the balance in 1952-53, 
with a real chance for independence and non-dependence, but a fateful 
combination of internal problems encountered by tiie populist alliance and 
the intervention of powerful external forces caused Mussadiq's bid to fall 
short Our argument has been that internal and external factors were 
inter-related in such a way that no one could have succeeded without the 
presence of all the others, and the parameters of both were set by the nature 
of the populist alliance on the one hand and the situation of dependency 
on the other. 
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Iran was thus sentenced to another cycle of dependent development and 
compression of social forces by a repressive state before a third great 
revolution would bring together in powerful fashion the twin struggles 
against the state embodied in the Constitutional revolution and against 
external domination as articulated in the Mussadiq period. The events of 
1951-53 therefore stand as a second historical opportunity for development 
that was missed. 
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The New Situation of Dependency: 
Dependent Capitalist Development 
under Muhammad Reza Pahlavi, 
1953-1977 


Has Riza Man any sons worthy to succeed him? 

—Lt Col. Sir Wolseley Haig, "The Rise of Riza Khan Pahlavi" 

(1925) 


^ If 

A wolf's offspring will always be a wolf(a^mbat gurgzadeh gurg shavad). 

—Sa'adi, thirteenth-century verse 

The period from the coup of 1953 that restored the shah to the throne 
until the eve of the revolution that would send him out of the country 
forever in 1978-79 marked a new chapter in the changing social structure of 
Iran—one of transformation of pre-capitalist agriculture and rapid indus¬ 
trialization in the urban sector, fueled by enormous oil revenues. These 
dramatic changes in the Iranian political economy set the stage for the mass 
upheaval of 1978-79, and the contradictions bound up in this process have 
been conceptualized in a variety of ways by observers of Iran. For some, the 
shah attempted to "modernize" Iran too quickly, touching off strains that 
society could not absorb and thus resisted. For others, he did not achieve 
results quickly enough, leaving the country underdeveloped, despite 
promises of creating an industrial power and a "great civilization." Beyond 
these simple assertions (shared by various members of the Iranian elite and 
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American policymakers), scholars too have pronounced diverging judg¬ 
ments and posited alternative causes. Ervand Abrahamian argues that much 
of the oil revenue was productively invested and that considerable growth 
and development occurred, adding up to "a minor industrial revolution." 
Ahmad Ashraf (as early as 1971) and Homa Katouzian challenged the idea 
that economic growth alone meant anything like an integrated form of 
development Nikki Keddie and Amin Sail^ attributed most of Iran's 
problems and accomplishments to its status as a rentier state dependent on 
oil revenues for its growth; Marxists such as Patrick Clawson and Assef 
Bayat saw wider causes in "the internationalization of capital" and "vmeven 
development" in the world economy and in Iran.^ 

These conflicting assessments parallel the earlier debates examined in 
chapter four about the nature of social structural change during the Qajar 
period in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, and oiur proposed 
resolution is again the heuristic concept of dependent development, this time 
of a more decisively capitalist kind, but again as a paradigm embracing both 
internal modes of production and the external pressures of the world- 
system. A number of attempts have been made to apply "dependence" in 
some form to Iran, but these have been either very loose (Keddie, Baikal, 
Pesaran), simplistic (Motameni), or one-sidedly negative (Zavareei) theoret- 
ically.2 Following Cardoso and Faletto, my use of dependent development 
is a more wide-ranging, historical-structural method of analysis aimed at 
discerning both the reality and limits of economic growth in Iran and 
concerned not just with industrialization, state, and bourgeoisie but with 
the whole class structure of Iran, and with culture and politics in addition 
to the economy. The chapter that follows will trace this web of dependent 
relations through the state, class struchu'e, and foreign relations of Iran. 
Chapter nine will then take up the effects of this type of development on 
the groups and classes in the Iranian social formation that came together to 
make the revolution as a result of the quarter century of dependent devel¬ 
opment analyzed here. 


The Fahlavi State: Monarchic Dictatorship and Oil Rents 

M. H. Pesaran has made the useful point that there are two types of 
political stability—one brought about by increased participation, the other 
by repression.^ Of these, the state forged by Muhanunad Reza Pahlavi 
between 1953 and 1978 clearly adhered to the method of repression, seeking 
to impose a second compression of social forces upon Iranian society as his 
father had done between 1925 and 1941. Like Reza Shah, his state eventually 
reposed on the army, oil revenues, and an even more dependent relation- 
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ship with a leading core economy—^the United States. The Pahlavi state 
developed over a decade into a monarchic dictatorship relying on a repres¬ 
sive army and oil revenues as the twin sources of its hegemony in Iranian 
society. Before reaching a position of unchallenged supremacy in the polity, 
the shah had to pass through several moments of trial. In the immediate 
aftermath of the 1953 coup. General Zahidi served as a strong-man prime 
minister, overseeing the suppression of the Tudeh Party and National Front 
with arrests and executions, and initiating a continual harassment and 
intimidation of opposition in the bazaars, factories, army, tribal areas, and 
universities. In a first trial, Zahidi was successfully removed from power in 
April 1955 and sent to Switzerland to treat, in Katouzian's words, a "non¬ 
existent illness," and the far more compliant Manuchihr Iqbal, who referred 
to himself as "the house-bom slave of His Majesty," took over as prime 
minister. Another apparent threat to the state was thwarted in 1958 when a 
plot to carry out a coup under General Qarani, chief of army intelligence, 
was uncovered and ended in a secret trial and imprisonment of the general 
(Katouzian conjectures that there was American support for such a plot, 
which remains a hazy and bizarre episode for want of further evidence).^ 

A far more serious challenge arose between 1960 and 1963 in the form of 
mass political movements and outside pressure for reforms. A balance of 
payments crisis from 1958 to 1960 set the stage for a revival of political 
activity by the National Front in 1960-61. The shah was forced to annul two 
patently fraudulent majlis elections, while the Kennedy administration 
pressed him to appoint ttie liberal critic 'Ali Amini as prime minister in 1961 
and to embark on a program of land reform. The proposed land reform met 
with the wrath not only of landlords but of leading ulama, some of whom 
also opposed American influence in Iran, Pahlavi autocracy, and electoral 
reforms granting women the vote. The National Front failed to respond to 
overtures from Amini and both were maneuvered back into obscurity by 
late 1962, but the ulama campaign against the state and foreign influence 
became stronger. Finally, the government ordered a bloody confrontation 
in June 1963 that resulted in many hundreds of deaths (some say up to 
15,000) and the arrest and eventual exile of a new popular leader, Ayatullah 
Ruhullah Khumaini. By this combination of coopting secular politicians 
through claiming the land reform as its own and militarily repressing its 
religious opponents and their supporters, the regime emerged ^er 1963 as 
the overwhelming center of power in Iran, now with more or less imcondi- 
tional American support as the only viable political option for the country.® 
The shah was thereafter free to ^lly implement his own vision of state 
power—a system of militarized, monarchic dictatorship, highly reliant on 
U.S. backing. 

The main institutions of the Pahlavi monarchic dictatorship, in descend¬ 
ing order of functional significance, consisted of the oil revenues, the 
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repressive apparatus, the bureaucracy, and the party system. Over all of 
these presided the main beneficiaries of the system—the shah, royal family, 
and the court Though technically part of the economy, the oil sector was 
both so isolated from it and so instrumental to the rest of the state that it is 
best analyzed as a state institution. While Mussadiq had managed to run 
the government largely without oil revenues between 1951 and 1953, the 
Pahlavi state would have been unthinkable without the vast income gen¬ 
erated by the royalties received on the sale of Iran's oil. In 1954 the shah 
negotiated a new agreement with the West to produce and export oil. Iran 
was made the nominal owner of its oil (thus preserving the fiction of 
nationalization) while a consortium of British Petroleum (the new name for 
the Anglo-Iranian Oil Company, with a 40 percent share), five major Amer¬ 
ican companies (35 percent). Royal Dutch Shell (14 percent), the French CFP 
(6 percent), and small American independents (5 percent) contracted to 
extract and market the resource for twenty-five years (renewable for fifteen 
more). The British AIOC was compensated by a huge 25 million pound 
payment Profits were to be shared between Iran and the consortium on a 
50-50 basis; Iran's share was raised to 56.25 percent in 1%2 and 61.25 percent 
in 1970. The consortium set prices and production levels, and by one 
estimate, made a profit of $12.M on each ton of oil between 1954 and 1963, 
while Iran received only $1.50.^ 

Despite being exploited vis-i-vis the consortium, the Iranian state re¬ 
ceived considerable income from oil, especially after the formation of OPEC 
in 1960 and the threat of oil boycotts following the 1%7 and 1973 Arab- 
Israeli wars led to dramatic price rises. Iran's oil revenues leaped almost a 
thousand times from $22.5 million in 1954 to $20 billion in 1977. Without any 
increase in production, income rose from $4-5 billion in 1973 to $17-19 billion 
in 1974, as the price for a barrel of oil jumped from $1.95 to $7. Annual output 
did rise over this period from 390 million barrels in 1960 and 780 million in 
1966 to 1,234 million in 1969 and 1,913 million in 1978 (at this level oil reserves 
would run dry about the year 2000). Iran also has the world's largest natural 
gas reserves. The share of oil and gas reserves in financing Iran's develop¬ 
ment plans increased inexorably from 50 percent in the 1950s to 63 percent 
between 1%2 and 1972 to 80 percent after 1974. In 1977/78 oil accounted for 
38 percent of GNP, 77 percent of the state's income, and 87 percent of foreign 
exchange. In a literal sense the state was dependent on oil income, and ihe 
economy woixld come to depend greatly on the state.^ 

The first beneficiaries of this oil rent were the shah, royal family, and the 
court The line between the state and the shah continued to be blurred as it 
had since Safavid times and earlier. The National Iranian Oil Company 
secretly channelled a significant portion of its earnings—^reportedly at least 
$1 billion in 1976—to the shah. In 1958 the shah established the Pahlavi 
Foundation, worth over $3 billion by the late 1970s, to manage funds for 
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royal projects, deliver pensions and grants to clients, and control such key 
economic sectors as large-scale agriculture, housing and construction ma¬ 
terials, insurance, hotels, autos, textiles, food-processing, and publishing, 
with shares in some 207 companies in all. The royal family numbered some 
sixty-three princes, princesses, and cousins of the shah, worth a total of 
$5-20 billion, derived from the largest agribusinesses and industrial enter¬ 
prises in Iran. The system was rife with officially sanctioned corruption, 
bribe-taking, and greed, from the shah to his sister Ashraf to the minister of 
court Assadullah 'Alam on down through the officer corps and economic 
elite, with each maintaining a mini-court of his or her own, surrounding 
themselves with clients and attaching a portion of all major contracts in the 
economy. The lowest estimates of official corruption through the taking of 
commissions are of $1 billion between 1973 and 1976.® This siphoning off of 
the economic surplus and its disbursement throughout the upper echelons 
of Iranian society was one material base of the shah's power and secured 
the allegiance of his associates to the state and to his person. 

A second institutional base of power was the repressive apparatus, 
including the intelligence services and the armed forces. The Iranian 
military's share of the budget ranged between 25 and 40 percent from the 
1950s to the 1970s. When the oil boom occurred, the flood gates opened, 
with defense expenditures leaping from $1.9 billion in 1973/74 to $9.9 billion 
in 1978/79, and Ae size of the armed forces from 191,000 to 413,000 between 
1972 and 1977. Some $10 billion in arms was purchased from the United 
States between 1972 and 1976, requiring the presence of 24,000 American 
persoiuiel in Iran in 1976 and cementing the dependent relationship of Iran 
to the United States. Abrahamian notes that "By 1977, Iran had the largest 
navy in the Persian Gulf, the most up-to-date air force in the Middle East, 
and the fifth largest military force in the world." The army was twice as 
numerous and well-equipped as the British army in 1978; the air force was 
the fourth-largest in the world.^ After the close call in the 1953 crisis and 
the subsequent discovery of a Tudeh officer group in the mid-1950s, plus 
General Qarani's 1958 coup plot, the shah worked to gain complete control 
of the army, personally scrutinizing promotions and controlling the officer 
corps by a combination of surveillance and privileges in the form of salaries, 
housing, and positions in government and industry. By the 1960s the shah 
clearly controlled the army, and the army controlled society only through 
the state; for this reason, Iran's was more of a monarchic than a strictly 
military form of dictatorship. The function of the army was partly to 
underwrite Iran's claims to regional paramountcy in the Middle East, 
Persian Gulf, and Asia in the 1970s, and partly to repress domestic forces— 
"As US Senator Hubert Humphrey put it in 1960: 'Do you know what the 
head of the Iranian army told one of our people? He said the army was in 
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good shape, thanks to US aid—^it was now capable of coping with the 
civilian population'."^° 

The job of domestic repression and social control was more specifically 
the domain of SAVAK and the other police and intelligence services (there 
were up to eight separate organizations in all, partly to keep tabs on each 
other). SAVAK—the name is a Persian acronym for National Intelligence 
and Security Organization—^was organized in 1957 with help from the CIA, 
FBI, and Israeli intelligence. Estimates of the number of SAVAK operatives 
range widely, reflecting the pervasive secrecy and social insecurity engen¬ 
dered by it, from the shah's 2,000 to as high as 200,000, with Eric Rouleau 
perhaps coming closest in his estimate of 50,000 full-time agents and up to 
three million part-time informers (one in eleven Iranians). SAVAK was 
active in censorship, in the government-run trade unions, in screening state 
employees including teachers, and in directly confronting political critics 
and opponents of the regime, including liberal politicians, oppositional 
ulama, and especially left-leaning students and the guerrilla organizations. 
SAVAK arrested and held suspects at will, without time limits; trials were 
secret, conducted in the absence of defense witnesses before SAVAK or 
military judges. Although the true numbers are difficult to verify. Amnesty 
International estimated there were 25-100,000 political prisoners in 1976 and 
reported "No country in the world has a worse record in human rights than 
Iran."^^ Torture was a routine and barbarously inhuman part of the deten¬ 
tion and interrogation process from the 1960s on. The effect aimed at by 
SAVAK was to "spread a deep sense of fear, suspicion, disbelief, and apathy 
throughout the country," and in so doing it formed an integral part of the 
state's overall relationship to Iranian society. 

A less coercive but equally revealing state institution was the govern¬ 
ment proper—the cabinet, ministries, civil service, majlis, and political party 
system. The shah himself delegated little authority, handling all major 
decisions and many minor ones, often without accrurate or sufficient tech¬ 
nical input and advice. A handful of his former classmates, confidants, and 
cronies were recycled among the top posts, wielding tremendous power 
over all below but totally dependent on the shah for the patronage they 
dispensed and the authority they enjoyed.^^ Below the ministers labored 
the vast bureaucracy of the civil services. The civil service grew from twelve 
ministries and 150,000 civil servants circa 1963 to nineteen ministries and 
304,000 employees in the late 1970s. There were in all some 800,000 civilian 
employees by 1977, reaching well down through the professional middle 
class into the poorly paid ranks of the service sector of the working class: 
"In the towns, the state expanded to the point that it hired as many as one 
out of every two full-time employees."^^ 

The majlis and political parties were transformed into part of the state's 
legitimation mechanism. As such, they cannot have succeeded very well in 
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burnishing the shah's image. In the aftermath of the coup the political 
parties of the Mussadiq era found themselves banned and a tight censorship 
imposed. Later in the 1950s two parties loyal to the shah were set up—the 
ruling Milli)mn (Nationalist) Party led by prime minister Iqbal and the 
"oppositional" Mardom (People's) Party headed by minister of the interior 
'Alam. They were popularly known as the "yes" and "yes sir" parties. The 
majlises of the post-1953 era were filled by landlords and other members 
from the elite families and as such, if not always aligned with the shah on 
every issue, they were certainly conservative in nature. Between 1950 and 
1970 eighty percent of the members of the senate were landlords. In late 
1963 the two party system became a de facto single party when the Milli)nm 
evolved into the Iran-i Nuvin (New Iran) Party under then prime minister 
'Ali Mansur and future prime minister Huvaida, and the paper opposition 
did not contest elections.^® 

In 1961 the shah noted in his autobiography, "If I were a dictator rather 
than a constitutional monarch, then I might be tempted to sponsor a single 
dominant party such as Hitler organized or such as you find today in 
Communist countries."^^ The facade of democracy and constitutionalism 
came down completely with the formation of just such a single party system 
in 1975. The new Rastakhiz-i Milli (National Resurgence) Party was set up 
under prime minister Huvaida and all "loyal Iranians" were ordered to 
participate. Some of the original members claim to have advocated a party 
independent of the government and that the 1975 elections featuring a 
choice among candidates sponsored by the party aroused more voter en¬ 
thusiasm than in the previous two decades. But the Rastakhiz Party was 
effectively controlled by the leaders of its predecessor, the Iran-i Nuvin 
Party. One of its founders, Ahmad Ghoreishi, noted that after the elections, 
"everyone saw with amazement the same prime minister, the same minis¬ 
ters, 'the same soup and the same bowl' again."^^ Most people entertained 
no illusions from the start: Ayatullah Khumaini from exile in Iraq counselled 
all Muslims to avoid the party, and a 1976 survey of university students 
turned up only 2-4 percent with any faith in the party. The Rastakhiz 
quickly degenerated into another elite vehicle for personal advancement 
and lapsed largely into inactivity by 1977. The shah's one-party state had 
revealed serious underlying problems of legitimacy. 

The Pahlavi state had both narrow and broader social bases. At its 
narrowest, it could be reduced to the shah himself, and there is much 
evidence to speak for this interpretation—the vast decision-making power 
wielded by the shah, his extensive wealth and central position among the 
economic elite, and the general tendency to credit (or conversely, to blame) 
him for everything that "the state" made happen. Considered as a set of 
institutions, the practical basis of the Pahlavi state can be broadened to 
include the heads of the army, cabinet, bureaucracy, and party-system, and 
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it is true that these individuals also exercised enormous power in their 
capacities as the leading state actors, and were tightly bound up with the 
shah at the apex of the polity and social structure. Raising the issue of the 
social bases of the state broadens its definition even further. The state, after 
all, employed 800,000 civilians and 400,000 military personnel, about 12 
percent of the economically active population in 1978. The middle and 
upper echelons of these extensive organizations benefitted materially from 
being part of the state, and this represents a considerable number of people. 
The Rastakhiz Party tried to officially incorporate the political, economic, 
social, and cultural elites and all legal associations into the Iranian state 
between 1975 and 1978, though allegiance to it did not run deep in Iranian 
society. 

The shah's own self-conception of this autonomy and the sources of his 
legitimation claims on Iranian society are revealed in a 1976 text he commis¬ 
sioned on "The Philosophy of Iran's Revolution": 

In making revolution, the leader of the nation plays the crucial role. A strong 
enlightened leader, fully comprehending existing conditions, nurtures and 
develops the idea of revolution in his mind, transfers the idea to the people 
and then moves to implement it... The Shah and the People, according to 
the 'Philosophy of Iran's Revolution', constitute two superforces and they ■ 
have allowed 'no intermediary or insulator to intervene in the direct relation¬ 
ship between them.' 

Together they have ensured the survival of the Iranian nation. The 
Shcihanshah moreover stands above class or the interests of special groups in 
society. He is king of all the people. He is also in a father-son relationship to 
the nation.... The Shahanshah is not just the political leader of the country. 

He is also in the first instance teacher and spiritual leader, an individual who 
not only builds his nation roads, bridges, dams and qanats but also guides the 
spirit, thought and heeirts of his people.^® 

The shah's symbolic capital rested on the glories of Iran's pre-Islamic past, 
the paternalistic rituals of authority and patronage, and the abrogation of 
functional democracy in favor of a quasi-mysticd union directly with the 
people. These claims, as we shall see, were not embraced by the large 
segments of the population which developed significant grievances in the 
course of the shah's twenty-five years in power after 1953. 

In class terms, the Pahlavi state was autonomous in relation to the domi¬ 
nant classes, in a somewhat different sense than Skocpol has employed this 
term. I would suggest that this state was conflated rather directly with a 
part of the ruling class, that is, with the royal family itself. This set it in an 
uneasy relationship with the rest of the ruling class—^industrialists, large 
landlords, and its own high bureaucrats and military officers. Large land- 



The New Situation of Dependency 


317 


lords, as will be seen, lost political power (though not their economic 
position) in the land reform of the 1960s. Leading businessmen were depen¬ 
dent on the state and foreign capital, benefitting from the relationship but 
also chafing under it Only the high officials that were part of the state itself 
were unambiguously bound to it The shah was so closely identified with 
the state that he (and it) represented the hegemonic part of the ruling class. 
Autonomous from the rest of this class, he was both the most powerful actor 
in the polity and economy and the object of resentment by other sectors of 
the elite and a potential target of social movements from below. The shah 
and state were thus autonomous within Iranian society, but dangerously 
so, from the point of view of their own long-term survival. 


The Economy and Class Structiure 

Iran's economy went through three discernible phases between 1953 and 
1978, two of which ended in deep recession and social upheaval. From 1953 
to about 1960 came a phase of stabilization and normalization of the econ¬ 
omy along fairly traditional dependent lines. Oil income and American 
economic aid were resumed, permitting a reactivation of the development 
model of the 1930s and 1940s based on long-standing agricultural practices, 
some light industries and imports of many consumer items. This was fol¬ 
lowed by a balance of payments crisis due to excessive imports in 1958-60 
and then the political instability of the 1960-63 period. The second phase 
from 1963 to 1973 was a period of transition to a more thoroughly capi talis t- 
economy with the land reform doing away with most sharecropping ar¬ 
rangements and steadily growing oil revenues used to initiate a somewhat 
deeper industrialization process involving infrastructural investments and 
more complex manufacturing of an assembly type with state and foreign 
help. Growth rates were steady, inflation was contained, capital from 
foreign aid and oil was channelled with some care within the limits im¬ 
posed. After 1973 the oil boom accelerated these processes into a third phase 
that soon became qualitatively distinct as a full-blown dependent capitalist 
development going out of control. The attempt to double the goals of the 
fifth plan in 1975 set off a binge of epic proportions in GNP growth rates, 
oil revenues, arms purchases, corruption, conspicuous consumption, agri¬ 
business schemes, and heavy industrialization whose flaws will be exam¬ 
ined in detail in this section. 

Before investigating the four key sectors of the Iranian economy—agri¬ 
culture, pastoralism, capitalist and petty-commodity manufacturing—the 
basic aggregate contours of these two and a half decades can be suggested, 
in terms of trends in population and gross national product Population 
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grew from 14.6 million in 1940 to 20.4 million in 1956, 27.1 million in 1966 
and 33.6 million in 1976, at a high rate that reached 3.2 percent annually in 
the late 1970s. But this growth was very unevenly distributed by sector, as 
the proportion of the population living in cities rose from 22 percent in 1940 
to 31 percent in 1956, 39 percent in 1966 and 47 percent in 1976. This 
portended a great underlying shift from agricultural to urban service and 
industrial occupations and a vast migration of peasants into the cities. The 
epicenter of this demographic explosion was Tehran, which grew from 2.5 
million in 1970 to 5 million in 1977, a sprawling primate city larger than the 
next dozen cities combined and containing 14 percent of Iran's entire 
population. 

Gross national product meanwhile rose at a significantly faster rate than 
population. Fueled largely first by increased oil production and then by the 
much higher oil prices of the post-1973 period, it passed from $3 billion in 
1953 to $53 billion in 1977. In per capita terms this represents almost a tenfold 
increase from $166 a person in 1953 to $1,514 in 1977, raising Iran from the 
ranks of the lower to the medium income countries in aggregate terms. At 
current prices, per capita GNP hit $2,160 in 1978 (though without petroleum 
revenues this figure would be cut in half). Between 1963 and 1978 gross 
domestic product grew at an average annual rate of 10.8 percent, a figure 
which only two or three countries in the world surpassed, and only some 
five to eight did better in terms of per capita growth rate (for 1960-72, in 
order, these were Libya, Japan, Rumania, Greece, Saudi Arabia, Singapore, 
Taiwan, and South Korea).^ These few facts alone demonstrate that rapid 
change and substantial "development" took place in Iran in this period. To 
understand the dependent side of this development however requires a 
closer look at the impact and distribution of these aggregate data among 
the sectors, classes, and groups that comprised the Iranian economy and 
social formation. 


Agriculture and the Tribal Sector 

Iranian agriculture underwent a massive qualitative transformation in 
the period from 1953 to 1978. This was due to the far-reaching effects 
(unintended as well as planned) of the 1960s' land reform, the centerpiece 
of what the shah came to regard as his "White Revolution." The centuries- 
old cropsharing mode of production rapidly evolved in the course of a 
decade into a far more capitalist agriculture, whose impact on land tenure 
arrangements, rural class structure, and agricultural performance was dra¬ 
matic, and for the most part, decidedly negative. 

The system of landlord-dominated villages farmed by share-cropping 
peasants changed forever with the implementation of land reform in the 
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1960s. The shah was forced to extend the token sale of a few crown estates 
to peasants in the 1950s into a fully-fledged land reform by a complex set of 
pressures emanating from the Kennedy administration, the revival of the 
National Front, and his own calculations that such a reform could remove 
landed power as a challenge to the state in the countryside and secure a 
numerous class of landholding peasants grateful to the regime. The first 
phase of land reform, proposed and carried out in 1962 under prime miiuster 
'Ali Amini and minister of agriculture Hasan Arsanjani, was rather more 
progressive than the shah would have liked: It limited landlords to the 
equivalent of one whole village, compensating them for all land above that 
at its declared value for tax purposes (a bargain for the state) and then 
reselling the land to those peasants who sharecropped it (the "landless" 
non-sharecroppers were left out). Long before this phase was complete 
landlord protests, peasant mobilizations, and his own jealousy led the shah 
to dismiss Amini and Arsanjani and water down the reform into a second 
phase in which landlords' wives and children could own a whole v illa ge 
and mechanized lands and orchards were exempted, giving all landowners 
the option to rent, sell, or divide the land with the peasants, purchase the 
latter's cultivating rights, or form joint stock corporations with them. The 
shah now claimed the reform as his own "White Revolution" (as opposed 
to a socialist, or "red" revolution), to which various secondary principles 
were added, the most significant being compensation of landowners with 
shares of state-owned industries, a move which turned some of them into 
industrial capitalists. After 1967 a third phase was enacted requiring the 
conversion of all phase two leases into sales to peasants (thereby promoting 
small holdings) but on the other hand encouraging large mechanized farms, 
farm corporations of several villages or more, and large-scale capitalist 
farming as well.^^ 

Was the land reform a success? Table 8.1 summarizes the results based 
on the work of its leading English-language expert, Eric Hooglund. This 
suggests that a staggering 93 percent of former sharecroppers received land 
and became peasant owners by the 1970s. This maybe favorably contrasted 
with the land reforms of Egypt, S)nia, and Iraq, each of which affected less 
than ten percent of villagers. Behind this appearance of relative success 
however, Hooglund has discerned a far darker reality: 

the practical success as measured in terms of actual positive benefits accruing 
to the peasants as a result of redistribution was virtually nonexistent... the 
Iranian land reform was actually a very conservative program which in the 
long term provided most villagers with few positive advantages.... by 1971 
. . . the overwhelming majority of villagers were in no better economic 
situation them they had been prior to the implementation of the program.^ 
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TABLE 8.1 Land Reform in Iran 


Stage of Reform 

Number of Peasants Receiving Land 

[Sharecroppers, before land reform] 

[2,100,000] 

Phase 1 of reform 

753,000 

Phase 2 of reform 

213,000 

Phase 3 of reform 

800,000 

Others with long-term vaqf leases 

172,000 

Total receiving land 

1,938,000 


Source: Hooglund, Land and Revolution, 72 table 4, rounded off. 


The reasons for this include the facts that up to a half of village families w ere 
unaffected by the reform, as they had no formal sharecropping agreement 
with the landowner; the vast majority who did receive land received small 
amounts of fragmented, poor-quality holdings; and up to one-half of the 
land was not distributed at all, remainingin the hands of large owners. Data 
on the size of holdings after the land reform underscores its problematic 
impact on the countryside. In effectlarge absentee ownership was modified, 
but survived. Peasant sharecroppers became small peasant proprietors, but 
remained at subsistence levels, as seven hectares was considered the mini- 
miun holding required to support a family. Landless peasants remained 
landless and very poor. Middlemen and middle peasants consolidated their 
positions and the latter increased in number. A closer look at each of these 
classes roimds out this interpretation. 

Some 45,000 large, mostly absentee landlords remained after the land 
reform, and as Table 8.2 indicates, 1^50 of them had substantial holdings of 
over 200 hectares. The total land held by such absentee owners was as much 
as 47 percent of all cxiltivable land, including the most fertile in Iran. 
Through legal loopholes and subterfuge landlords remained the largest 
landowners in 90 percent of all villages, though their number was halved 
and they were no longer the sole possessors or politically as all-powerful. 
The top 20 percent of the rural population accoimted for 43.6 percent of 
consumption in 1972/73. Those who left the countryside received shares in 
state-owned factories worth $93 million; some diversified into real estate, 
trade, banking, and contracting. As capitalist farmers now employing wage 
labor the rest remained economically powerful on their farms, and varieties 
of paternalistic attitudes continued to be found among them.^ 
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TABLE 8.2 Land Ownership After the Land Reform 


Size of Holding 

Number of Owners 

>200 hectares 

1,350 

50-200 hectares 

44,000 

10-50 hectares 

150,000-600,000 

5-10 hectares 

700,000 

2-5 hectares 

700,000 

<2 hectares 

1,000,000 

0 hectares 

700,000-1,400,000 


Sources: Hooglund, "The Effects of the Land Reform," 147, 162-63; Abrahamian, 
"Structural Causes," 23 table IV, and Iran Between Two Reoolutions, 429-30. There are 
some discrepancies in the two sets of data, especially at the 10-50 hectare level. 


A rural middle class also arose of middle peasants (the 150-600,000 own¬ 
ing 10-50 hectares in Table 8.2) and village merchants. This group emerged 
out of the former village headmen and production team leaders who re¬ 
ceived more land than the ordinary sharecropper. They were able to stay 
out of debt (often acquiring the land of others), consume more, and send 
children to high school. Another rural middle class group were village 
shopkeepers, who often doubled as moneylenders, millers, and renters of 
equipment and draft animals. Along with the landlords, these middle class 
groups dominated the new rural political institutions such as village coun¬ 
cils, cooperative societies, and rural courts, further consolidating their 
positions as the most well-to-do individuals living in the countryside.^ 
The vast majority of the rural population fell into the two far more 
destitute categories of small peasants and landless laborers. Table 8.2 shows 
2,400,000 peasants with less than ten hectares (71 percent with less then five 
hectares, i.e. below subsistence-level) and another 700,000 to 1,400,000 com¬ 
pletely landless families. Another impoverished group living at subsistence 
level were village service and craftspeople—the barbers, bath attendants, 
carpenters, blacksmiths, and shoemakers. Craftspeople saw their living 
standard deteriorate as inexpensive manufactured goods began to make 
their way into the villages by the 1970s. Worse off were the landless rural 
proletariat, up to 1.4 million individuals (and seven million people, count¬ 
ing whole families), who lived by working part-time on others' land or 
migrating to nearby towns and distant cities, where they became part of the 
urban marginal classes. After land reform they had fewer emplo)nnent 
opportunities as large farms were mechanized and small peasants did their 
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own labor.^ The standard of living of the rural majority proved almost as 
bad after the land reform as before (and certainly any gains lagged far 
behind the more privileged urban sector). Incomes per capita were as low 
as $131 a year for peasants holding 3-10 hectares, and $70 for those with 0-3 
hectares. Rural proletarians made an average of $1.40 a day for men and 74 
cents for women in 1972 (for seasonal work of perhaps 100 days a year). 
Katouzian found 38 percent of the rural population undernourished in 
1972/72 (6.6 million people) and another 4 percent (700,000) severely under¬ 
nourished. Despite the establishment of rural schools and a Literacy Corps, 
only 15 percent of the rural population received an education in 1971 and 
60 percent of men and 90 percent of women were illiterate in 1975. Ninety- 
six percent of villages had no electricity in the 1970s.^ 

The main political consequence of the land reform was the effective 
replacement of the all-powerful landlord in the villages by the obtrusive 
state. This was accomplished through the Literacy Corps, Health Corps, 
Extension and Development Corps, government organization of village 
institutions (cooperative societies, credit unions, rural courts), control of 
prices, and the coercive power of the rural gendarmerie. One peasant of 
Kirman province told Ann Lambton in the mid-1960s: "formerly we obeyed 
the landowners; now we shall obey whoever issues orders to us."^ Peasants 
may have obeyed but there was much resentment, directed at both the state 
and the landed elite. Some felt less than grateful for the land reform, one 
telling Hooglund in 1967; "Our fathers worked this land for generations; it 
belongs to us and we should have it free of all burdens.''^* A young Kurdish 
peasant expressed the carryover of class antagonism from landlord to 
government authority when he said: 

Yes, we need schools and doctors, but they are just for the rich. I wish I didn't 
even know doctors existed. Before, we were ignorant, but now we know that 
pills and shots can help us. But we can't buy them, so we watch our children 
die from sickness as well as hunger. Before, the elders said that if a child died, 
it was the will of God {dast-i khuda), but now I think that it's the will of the 
government {dast-i dowlat).^ 

Nor did bitter feelings toward landlords or an awareness of class inequali¬ 
ties subside tis a result of the reform, as another Kurdish peasant made clear: 

What do I really think? Well, things have changed for the better, that is certain. 

It was bad here-I'm a poor man, I know, but at least I can feed my family, 

so I am lucky. Most of the others can't even do that . . . why didn't [the 
khzvushnishin] get any land? These agftas [lords] are still here and they own the 
best land. Some men have no land at all and many others don't have enough 
on which to grow their families' bread. So what is just about all this? ... the 
aghas, they just prosper to the end.^ 
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Passive resistance and covert resentment on the part of the peasantry was 
apparently widespread in the 1960s and 1970s, signalling the ultimate 
failure of the political aim of the regime in creating a large class of loyal 
supporters in the countryside. 

In the absence of any coordinated or comprehensive agricultural devel¬ 
opment strategy and budget allocations as low as six percent (in 1%9), there 
should be little surprise that overall growth rates in agriculture were 
extremely disappointing. As the government inflated its production figures 
by up to 100 percent, it is also not surprising to find disparities among 
experts' assessments. These cluster in the 2-3 percent range per year in the 
1950s, 1960s, and 1970s, according to Graham (2 percent), Keddie (2-2.5 
percent), Motameni (circa 2.2 percent), Katouzian (2-3 percent) and 
SeyfoUahi (circa 3 percent), with only Baku's 3.3 percent and Pesaran's 4.4 
percent offering a more positive evaluation. When these are measured 
against a population growth of about 3 percent, one can conclude that 
agricultural production was virtually stagnant in per capita terms despite 
land reform, mechanization, the spread of capitalist relations, and o^er 
changes. The share of agriculture in the GDP fell from 50 percent in the 
1940s to 33 percent in 1959,23 percent in 1969, and 9.2 percent in 1977/78. 
Production of wheat, barley, rice, tobacco, cotton, and other key staples and 
exports grew slowly over the whole period, all suffering declines at some 
point or other.^^ As agriculture grew at 2-3 percent a year, consumption was 
rising by as much as 12 percent annually. This meant shortfalls in produc¬ 
tion of such necessities as wheat and barley, rice, meat, and dairy products. 
Food imports rose from under $100 million in 1963 (with the agricultural 
balance of trade still positive as late as 1968), to $211 million in 1972, $1-1.5 
billion in 1975, and $2.6 billion in 1977, equal to about 14 percent of Iran's 
food needs.32 

One cause of Iran's agricultural problems was the poor performance of 
the new agribusinesses and farm corporations. Fourteen huge agribusiness 
ventures of over 5,000 hectares each were established between 1968 and 
1978, mostly located near large dam projects. Investors included the gov¬ 
ernment, private capitalists, international banks such as Chase, Citicorp, 
and Bank of America, and multinationals including Shell, Mitsui, John 
Deere, and Dow Chemical. Despite massive investments in irrigation, trac¬ 
tors, and fertilizer they proved for the most part to be business failures and 
indeed were both relatively and absolutely (i.e. regardless of differences in 
land, water, technology, and capital) less productive than medium-sized 
peasant holdings. This surprising result may be attributed to mismanage¬ 
ment by foreigners ignorant of Iran's climate, use of inappropriate technol¬ 
ogies, inefficiencies of size, high overhead costs, exorbitant infrastructural 
investments, and the leaving of much land fallow. Meanwhile they dis¬ 
placed peasants and used little labor in the job-starved countryside. Some 
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100 state-run farm corporations with similarly large capital investments also 
proved less efficient and productive than peasant-owned villages.^^ Nor 
could Iran's several million small farmers make up for these failures to feed 
the whole country. In part this was due to errors in government pricing 
policy (or a deliberate subsidy to urban consumers) that kept the purchasing 
price of their crops, especially wheat, below the costs of production. Rather 
than improving the system of distribution (which accounted for a 30 percent 
loss of tomatoes and 20 percent in meat), the state paid peasants only about 
5.5 percent of the shop price for their products, compared to 44 percent for 
the wholesalers, 39 percent for the retailers, and 11.5 percent for transpor¬ 
tation. This led to disincentives to produce for the market, changes to 
non-staple, non-price controlled crops, or simple desertion of the land, 
while Iran's food import bill rose ever higher.^ 

Conceptually, the best way to capture the changes and continuity in 
Iranian agriculture by the 1970s is as a transition from the peasant cropshar¬ 
ing mode of production to capitalist agriculture. The preservation of mil¬ 
lions of small-scale producers (now owners rather than sharecroppers) has 
led some observers to speak of "the system of family production" or "indi¬ 
vidual petty production" in the countryside,^® but Iran's peasants were now 
increasingly enmeshed in a system stamped by market relations in distribu¬ 
tion and the use of landless rural labor in production (on the agribusinesses, 
farm corporations, middle to large farms, and at certain times on most 
"family" plots). The nature of the land reform and the inadequacies of the 
large-scale projects may have preserved the small size of most holdings for 
a time, but the maintenance and indeed extension of inequalities, creation 
and release of a huge army of landless agricultural workers, and spread of 
commercialized production and distribution all made the new system im- 
mistakably capitalist in mode of production terms. 

Iran's tribal sector meanwhile continued to shrink in viability through¬ 
out the late shah's reign, the victim of conscious state policies and demo¬ 
graphic and political trends generally. Official figures for the number of 
tribespeople actually migrating (as opposed to the much more niunerous 
settled tribal ethnic groups) have ranged wildly: from nearly two million in 
the 1940s (during the period of tribal "resurgence") down to an improbable 
240,000 in 1956 and the same number in 19^, and then, inexplicably, back 
to 1.87 million in the 1976 census. Even if the 1956-66 estimates are Arown 
out, the nomadic tribal population fell absolutely from about 2.5 million in 
1900 to less than two million in the 1970s, or in the more revealing relative 
terms, from 25 percent of the population to about six percent®® The shah 
reinstated the sedentatization policies of his father and was possessed of 
stronger administrative and coercive mechanisms to carry them out The 
land reform also eroded tribal holdings by "nationalizing" all pasture land, 
reducing tribal control, and increasing dependence on the state. The few 
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tribes that resisted—the Boir Ahmadis in 1962, the Qashqa'i in 1963-65, 
Kurdish guerrillas after 1967—^were ruthlessly repressed, "treated with a 
harshness that, in the view of Nasser Pakdaman (an Iranian political econ¬ 
omist), not even the Red Indians in America had suffered."^' 

Tribal social structure and economy were severely impacted by these 
developments. Tribal chiefs lost political power and social status as a result 
of sedentarization and land reform, just as large landlords did. But like the 
landlords some managed to retain economic power, transforming them¬ 
selves into landowners, businessmen, bureaucrats or military officers. Or¬ 
dinary tribespeople settled in great numbers due either to government 
policy or economic hardship. Many became small peasants and landless 
rural laborers in the countryside, or factory workers, unskilled construction 
workers or part of the marginal population in the cities. Some, such as the 
50-70,000 Shahsavan, managed to remain migratory and continued to pro¬ 
duce pastoral products. Life for most became harder, and data on nutritional 
standards in the countryside showed particularly high levels of malnour- 
ishment in Kurdistan, I^uzistan, Kirman, and Bakhtiar, all areas of large 
tribal settlement These class and economic changes eroded tribal con¬ 
sciousness to a certain degree: "In short, the horizontal ties of class tended 
to supplant the vertical sentiments of clan, tribe, sect, and locality."^ 
Sedentarization, land reform, and demographic decline dislocated Iran's 
production of meat and dairy products in the 1960s. Livestock breeding 
declined from 40 percent of agricultural production in the 1960s to 26 
percent around 1970, before rising back to 33 percent in 1973-78 as a result 
of government attempts to introduce large, capital-intensive units for poul¬ 
try products and sheep. In 1966 only 40 percent of goats and sheep were 
owned by tribespeople. As production of pastoral goods became more 
capitalist than pastoral-nomadic, Iran's ability to export non-oil products 
from meat and hides to wool and finished carpets declined. In mode of 
production terms, despite the inroads made by capitalist livestock produc¬ 
tion units, the long-standing pastoral nomadic mode of production contin¬ 
ued to exist, only in attenuated form, with a far smaller share of the economy 
and labor force than previously.^^ 


The Capitalist Sector 

Encompassing manufacturing, construction, services, the state bureau¬ 
cracy, and middle class professionals, the capitalist mode of production 
became the largest mode in the urban sector as well by the 1970s. As under 
Reza Shah in the 1930s, conscious industrial strategy may have been hap¬ 
hazard—Katouzian concludes there was "no strategy wo^y of the name," 
Halliday quotes one expert to the effect that "the only kind of planning in 
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Iran is what the Shah wants''^—^but the industrial iz ation process neverthe¬ 
less followed some discernible patterns. The mai n emphasis in the 1960s was 
on import substitution industrialization to provide mban consumers with 
various goods (clothes, food, cars, appliances) and in the 1970s a deepening 
of this path to undertake production of certain basic and intermediate goods 
such as chemicals, steel, and machine tools. Assessments of the success of 
this effort vary from Issawi's conclusion in 1978 that "Iran now provides a 
significant part of the intermediate and capital goods it requires, and the 
proportion should rise steeply during the next few years" to the more 
pessimistic findings of Pesaran and Yaghmaian, with which I am inclined 
to agree.^^ A look at rates of growth and available data on specific industries 
will bear out both the achievements and problems of capitalist industrial¬ 
ization in Iran. 

Iran's overall industrial growth rate was an impressive 15 percent annu¬ 
ally between 1965 and 1975, and registered 14.6 percent in 1976/77 and 9.4 
percent in 1977/78, a year of recession. These rates may have been the highest 
in the Third World over this period, and were twice or more the average of 
the developing countries generally. Gross domestic fixed capital formation 
moreover grew at a high 18.4 percent annual rate for 1963-77. These rates 
were somewhat deceptive however, in at least two respects: Industry's 
share of GNP at about 18 percent lagged well behind that of services (35 
percent) and oil (35 percent) in 1977/78, and manufactured non-oil exports 
were only 2-3 percent of all exports circa 1975, comparing very poorly with 
such countries as India (over 50 percent), Singapore (60 percent), and Mexico 
(33 percent).^^ 

Other aggregate industrial data show a rise in small factories (with 10-49 
workers) from less than a thousand in 1953 to more than 7,000 in 1977, with 
corresponding increases in the numbers of medium-size factories (50-100 
workers) from 300 to 830, and large factories of over 500 workers from 
nineteen to 159. (There were, however, over 200,000 small workshops with 
less than ten workers, showing the persistence of artisanal production.) The 
number of industrial workers (including those in small shops, construction, 
transport, and utilities as well as manufacturing) reached almost 2.5 million 
in 19^. Behind high protective tariffs and licensed monopolies, profits of 
30-50 percent were common in the 1970s.^ Data on output and share of 
specific industries suggest that textiles remained important, increasing 
production from 350 million to 533 million meters of cloth between 1965 and 
1975, but falling behind motor vehicles in terms of the total value produced. 
Food processing, led by sugar, vegetable oils, beverages, and tobacco also 
continued as an important sector carried over from the past Assembly-type 
industries such as autos and electrical appliances became increasingly 
prominent Dominated by multinational investors, annual production of 
motor vehicles rose from 7,000 units in 1965 to 109,000 in 1975, of TVs from 
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12,000 to 31,000, of phones from none to 186,000, and of gas ovens from 
87,000 to 220,000. Otiier high-technology, capital-intensive sectors were in 
production of steel and aluminum (at great cost and with foreign help) 
whose output increased ten times but still lagged behind demand; petro¬ 
chemicals, basic chemicals, and pharmaceuticals (again, all marked by for¬ 
eign technology and licensing); and machine tools in a plant at Arak. 
Important non-manufacturing sectom included the huge construction in¬ 
dustry, the smallish non-oil mining sector, the overextended transportation 
sector, and banking, dominated by the key Industrial and Mining Develop¬ 
ment Bank of Iran, established in 1957willi 40 percent foreign ownership.^ 

Despite the success indicated by the aggregate and sectoral data, Iranian 
industrialization was plagued by a number of problems. Katouzian notes 
for example that plants ran at low capacity due to shortages of technicians 
and managers, crippling bureaucratic restrictions obtained, and production 
costs were high. Halliday points to the shortage of skilled labor, ineffi¬ 
ciency, limits of the intern^ market, lack of competition due to too-high 
tariffs, and resulting failure to expand export potential. Pesaran locates the 
problems of import-substitution industrialization in the pattern of artifi¬ 
cially high profits, lack of forward and backward linkages in the economy, 
discrimination against agriculture due to the overvalued rial, and the brake 
on emplo)nnent caused by capital-intensivity. Other difficulties described 
by Graham include the disastrous overtaxing of infrastructure (ports and 
roads) during the oil boom which led to great wastage of imports, endemic 
corruption, and capital flight after 1975 when the state mandated profit- 
sharing with workers in some industries and initiated an anti-profiteering 
campaign. These trends resulted in the end of the boom after 1975 and a 
recession in 1977.^ 

Behind this litany of problems lurked structural weaknesses deriving 
from the dependent nature of Iran's industrialization process. In this con¬ 
text, and in that of the Third World generally, certain characteristic prob¬ 
lems of the import-substitution strategy come to light The problem of 
market size has already been mentioned; due to the necessarily limited 
(even if growing) numbers of the middle and upper classes, there is only a 
certain amount of production that can be consumed. If, as in Iran, high 
tariffs and monopoly licensing are used to guarantee profits, then products 
will not be competitive on the world market, and few manufactured items 
are exported (high wage bills due to inflation after 1973 compounded this 
trend). This is a recipe for long-term disaster when oil revenues run out 
Furthermore, the modem industrial sector as a whole was grossly depen¬ 
dent on foreign joint ventures, for capital, technology, management, and 
inputs. Foreign capital was dominant in autos, appliances, chemicals, phar¬ 
maceuticals, and plastics, and even made inroads in such traditionally local 
industries as textiles and constmction. The key auto and electrical appliance 
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sectors were essentially "screwdriver" industries, merely assembling im¬ 
ported parts and adding very low amounts to the total value of the finished 
products. Pharmaceutical companies bought most ingredients abroad, 
down to the packaging materials: "According to an expatriate manager of a 
large foreign pharmaceutical firm, his factory in Iran was no more than a 
'large drug store'."^ In 1978 pharmaceuticals were 85-100 percent depen¬ 
dent on imported inputs, chemicals 60-100 percent, textiles 80 percent (for 
machine^), certain food items 70 percent and certain building materials 57 
percent^' Multinational companies were willing to help Iran expand into 
oil refining, petrochemicals, fertilizer, iron, steel, and ^uminum, because 
the West would get some of the finished products and would sell Iran the 
plants, equipment, technology, management, and some of the inputs, in 
addition to having some joint ownership. In general, the industrial sector 
used imported machines to assemble imported parts with imported technol¬ 
ogy, sometimes in joint ventures, and sold poor quality goods at high, 
protected prices and repatriated some of the profits out of the country. This 
was a dependent development 

The main urban classes in the capitalist mode of production were the 
capitalist class (with its state, local, and foreign components), the working 
class, and the intelligentsia, including professionals and students. The state 
played the dominant role in industrialization in the 1960s, allocating oil 
revenues, building infrastructure, and coordinating the Iranian bourgeoisie 
and foreign capital in joint ventures through the grant of loans, licenses, 
and contracts. In industry, the state's share of ownership dropped from the 
1941 level of 50 percent to 17 percent in 1963 after the transfer of shares in 
state factories as compensation for the expropriation of landed estates. But 
as oil revenues grew the state's role in industrial investments increased 
apace, from 40 percent in the mid-1960s to 60 percent in the 1970s. By virtue 
of its preponderant role in the highly-capitalized new sectors—steel, petro¬ 
chemicals, natural gas, machinery—^the state proposed to invest $46.2 billion 
during the Fifth Plan (1973-78), compared with the private sector's $23.4 
billion. We can thus agree with Halliday^s assessment that industrial devel¬ 
opment between 1953 and 1978 was generally attributable to the state's 
dominant role.^ 

The private sector certainly played a supporting part in this process, 
however. Local capitalists in the Pahlavi period had origins as landowners, 
longstanding urban notable families, older industrialists of the 1930s and 
1940s, some ex-bazaari merchants, top civU servants, and military officers. 
Almost all enjoyed some contact with the royal family for to succeed one 
had to be favored by the court The main lines in which local capital played 
a role were light industry, construction, and banking. Census data indicate 
an increase in the number of ownerVemployers from 68,777 in 1956 to 
152,623 in 1966 and 186-220,000 by 1976, but wealth was very concentrated 
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at the top: In 1972 fifty-six families owned shares in 177 of the 364 largest 
industrial firms, and seventy-two families in a further eighty-eight firms. 
Halliday reports that in 1974 just forty-five families controlled 85 percent of 
firms with turnover of more than ten million rials ($133,333), while 
Abrahamian thinks 1,000 families controlled 85 percent of all firms. Private 
sector profits ran at 33.2 percent in 1972-74. Bourgeois attitudes toward the 
state were as often of resentment and insecurity as of loyalty and affection. 
Toward each other there was considerable factionalism, and toward the 
workers primarily paternalism, disdain, and condescension.^^ 

The third partner in this triple alliance was foreign capital, whose role in 
this period shaped the Iranian economy on a scale beyond the already 
significant one we have seen from 1850 to 1950. Ansari, the minister of the 
economy, estimated total foreign investment in Iran at the beginning of 1977 
at $5.2 billion (of which Japan accounted for 30 percent, the United States 
28 percent. West Germany 8 percent, Switzerland 8 percent. Great Britain 7 
percent and France 6 percent). This capital represented something less than 
four percent of all capital invested in Iran, which is seemingly fairly small. 
However, it was concentrated in Iran's most important economic sectors: 
agribusiness, as we have already seen; three out of five large petrochemical 
concerns; four out of five large chemical plants; 14 out of 18 pharmaceuticals; 
aU of plastics; all of autos; 37 of 42 producers of electrical and non-electricM 
machinery; and involvement in the steel and aliuninum industries. Even 
older, established sectors such as food-processing, construction, and textiles 
were increasingly supplied by multinationals. Banking also had a large 
foreign presence. By law, foreigners could only own 49 percent of joint 
ventures, but could repatriate profite freely. The multinationals tended to 
be the largest companies in Iran, capital- and technology-intensive, and 
very profitable. Profit rates of anywhere from 50 to 200 percent were 
possible. Inflow of foreign capital changed from 9.5 billion rials ($126.6 
million) in 1962/63 to an outflow of 923.8 billion rials ($12.3 billion) in 
1972/73. These considerations indicate that foreign capit^ was far from a 
junior partner with state and local capital in Iran.^ 

It is difficult to form a precise idea of the size of Iran's working class, for 
the definitions vary from "all wage earners" to "workers in large manufac¬ 
turing establishments" and data sets vary as well. A major problem is the 
inclusion of large numbers of artisans and rural craft workers in the "man¬ 
ufacturing" statistics. The most sensible estimates are probably in the two 
to two and a half million range, or 20-25 percent of Iran's ten-million strong 
labor force. Halliday judges that "In overall terms at least, Iran has one of 
the larger manufacturing labor forces in the third world."®! -phis included 
600-900,000 factory workers in plants with over ten workers, 280,000 in 
transport and communications, up to one million in the construction sector, 
88,000 in oil and mining, and 65,000 in utilities. These figures represent a 
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100-150 percent increase in the twenty years since 1956 (when the total may 
be estimated at about one million), with the biggest gains in manufacturing 
and construction. The origins of this working class varied by sector; Bayat 
found strong rural ties (i.e. recent migrant origins) in the newer and more 
modem industries (and also in constmction), and more second-generation 
mban labor in the older sectors of textiles and food-processing. Wages also 
varied by sector, with the more d}mamic ones such as pharmaceuticals (at 
$88 a month in 1972) and autos ($94) higher than textiles ($72) and food¬ 
processing ($56). Textile workers had made $25-28 a month in 1960. After 
the oil boom led to labor shortages and inflation in the 1970s wages rose as 
much as 300 percent, to over $200 a month by 1976/77, but these are average 
figures (there were large differentials among unskilled and skilled workers, 
foremen, and technicians). Some 73 percent of workers were found to be 
making less than the legal minimum in 1974. Working horns were long, and 
Bayat has thoroughly documented the appalling conditions of work in aU 
factories—^modern, traditional, multinational—problems of fumes, noise, 
dangerous chemicals, industrial accidents, no enforcement of health and 
safety standards, lack of insurance benefits, and poor medical treatment 
The average worker may have been better off than the average peasant, but 
life was still very hard for all but some of those in the largest factories, and 
even there only after the oil boom.®^ 

Another sector of the working class not included in the figures above is 
the "service" category. Again problems of conceptualization and data over¬ 
lap are attached to this group. Aggregate figures range from 1.5 million to 
3.4 million people. The higher figure includes 800,000 in the civil service 
(and probably the army!), as well as many professionals and students (whom 
we will classify as urban middle class, below), merchants (whom we con¬ 
sider part of the petty-commodity sector), as well as some of the employees 
in transport and utilities already counted above. Nevertheless we may note 
over 150,000 wage earners in banks, offices, and other agencies, 140,000 shop 
assistants and perhaps several hundred thousand other, non-classified 
workers. The contribution of the non-state service sector to GNP was as 
high as 20 percent in 1977 (compared to 16 percent in large-scale manufac¬ 
turing), but again this includes some bazaar merchants of the petty-com- 
modity mode. When service workers are added to the industrial working 
class, the working class as a whole rises to over three million individuals, 
or 30 percent of the economically active population.®^ 

Another key class in the capitalist mode was the intelligentsia—teachers, 
students, writers, artists, and some professionals—all in all, what has been 
called the educated middle class. The proportion of professionals, technical, 
and related workers in the labor force more than doubled from 1.6 percent 
in 1956 to 3.5 percent in 1972. Chief among these were Iran's 208,241 teachers 
and 6,726 professors in 1977. There were also 61,066 engineers, white-collar 
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workers, and managers, and 21,500 medical personnel. To these may be 
added the student population at the secondary level and above, which grew 
enormously in the 1953-77 period from some 138,000 students to over 
1,202,000 students (Katouzian puts secondary students alone at 2.3 million 
in 1978). Wages and salaries for the members of this group varied: In the oil 
boom a private sector engineer could make $2,000 a month, while teachers 
were always paid much less. Students and youth moreover faced acute 
problems; in the 1960s, 13-14 percent of those applying to universities were 
admitted, while in 1977 60,000 out of 290,000 were accepted. Iran thus sent 
more students abroad than any other country in the world, with a radical¬ 
izing effect on the intelligentsia as a whole. Meanwhile, 75 percent of all 
suicides were in the 15-30 year-old group, and the rate of heroin addiction 
was reportedly the second highest in the world, after the United States.^ 
What sort of living standards prevailed in the urban sector? Though 
relatively better off materially than the countryside, the majority of urban 
residents suffered from unequal income distribution, inflation, and other 
problems. Data on income inequality as measured by household expendi¬ 
tures show that the top 20 percent of households increased their share of 
expenditures from 51.79 percent in 1959/60 to 55.56 percent in 1973/74, while 
the bottom 40 percent saw their share decline from 13.90 percent to 11.96 
percent, and the middle 40 percent also lost ground. Iran's Gini coefficient 
(a measure of income inequality) in this period worsened from 0.45 to 0.49, 
and then to 0.51 in 1974/75, and was found by the International Labor 
Organization in 1969/70 to be "higher than any country in East and South¬ 
east Asia, considerably higher than in Western countries and probably as 
high or higher than in Latin American countries for which data are avail¬ 
able."®® A survey by Ahmad Ashraf indicates that the top 1.5 percent of the 
population increased their share of the national income from 29.5 percent 
in 1960 to 35 percent in 1970. In 1968, the average mean urban income by 
decile was 95,979 rials ($1,267); for the poorest ten percent, it was 12,466 rials 
($165), while for the wealthiest ten percent it was 331,014 rials ($4,370). As 
Keddie points out, these inequalities undoubtedly grew after 1974 with the 
dislocations caused by the oil boom.®® 

Inflation likewise took its toll. Spurred in the 1970s by the influx of oil 
revenues and higher prices for imports (through which the West passed its 
inflation back to the Middle East), it accelerated after 1972. While for l%3-67 
retail prices had risen only an average of 1.5 percent annually, the rate crept 
upwards to 3.7 percent a year for 1968-72 and then surged to 15.7 percent 
annually for 1973-77 during the boom.®^ The effect was to erode wage gains 
and make both housing and food prohibitively expensive in the cities for 
the working and middle classes. Already in 1972 food expenses consumed 
43.6 percent of the average urban income of $122 a month, while rents rose 
fifteen times between 1960 and 1975, including 200 percent in 1974/75 and 
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100 percent in 1975/76. The number of urban families living in one room 
increased from 36 percent in 1967 to 43 percent in 1977.®* 

Other indices of living standards further lay bare the mixed blessings of 
dependent development. Katouzian found 64 percent of the urban popula¬ 
tion undernourished in 1972^3 (25 percent severely), a higher rate than in 
the countryside (at 42 percent). Health statistics record the rises in hospital 
beds, clinics, doctors, and nurses, but in 1977, "Iran still had one of the worst 
doctor-patient ratios, one of the highest child mortality rates, and one of 
the lowest hospital-bed-to-population ratios in the whole of the Middle 
East"®® Urban infant mortality in the first year of life was 80 per 1,000 live 
births in 1974, down from 180 in 1963. Life expectancy had been just 
forty-one years in 1962; in the 1970s it reached fifty-one (both infant mor¬ 
tality and life expectancy were quite similar to India's). While the rate of 
illiteracy had officially fallen from 85 percent in 1956 to 65-70 percent in 1977, 
the number of illiterates rose from 13 million in 1963 to 15 million in 1977 
and Iran still had a higher illiteracy rate than India. These data, taken 
together, show some improvement in urban living standards, but also 
suggest the widespread deprivation and suffering that existed in 1977. 

Neither the working class nor the intelligentsia gave much support to 
the regime in the 1970s. The state tried to control the former with SAVAK- 
administered trade unions, of which there were over a thousand in 1978, 
their organization on a factory-wide basis hinting at their aim of social 
control at the work place. In a few plants, workers were able to use these 
company unions to struggle for their own rights. Nor did the 1975 workers' 
share program in industry affect many workers—only 45,000 were covered 
in 1976. It was in effect a forced savings plan that held little attraction for 
the working class, "predominantly [a] symbolic exercise."®® In terms of 
religious and political cultures, Kazemi's 1975 survey of workers at several 
factories suggested that recent migrants had little knowledge of the formal 
political system, whereas those who had been in the factories longer, both 
men and women, were more literate and more aware of issues of class. This 
bears out Ashraf s 1969 survey in which workers located themselves be¬ 
tween the middle class and lumpenproletariat Bayat has argued that class 
culture is limited by illiteracy among workers, the attendant lack of political 
education, the non-existence of associations outside the home either at 
work or in the community. He notes that few factory workers spend time 
in coffee houses (this is the preserve of new migrants/construction workers 
and the bazaar classes). This left the mosque and hayat circles (groups of 
friends who gathered on religious occasions) as the main locus of associa¬ 
tion among workers outside the factory, a circumstance that would facilitate 
ulama leadership in the 1978 events.®^ 

But workers also engaged in militant activities of their own. Strikes, 
which had declined from seventy-nine in 1953 to seven in 1954 and three 
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from 1955 to 1957, resumed in the 1960s and 1970s despite their illegality. 
There were twenty from 1957 to 1961, some of which ended in bloodshed. 
Other strike waves occurred in 1971 and 1974-76, involving textile, bus and 
pipeline workers, coal miners, chemical, auto, and utility workers. Most 
were over economic issues, some ending with concessions, many with 
arrests and police violence. These actions set the stage for the political 
strikes in 1978-79.62 

The intelligentsia, too, was not won over to the regime. Pahlavi-style 
modernization offered new material opportunities to the secular, educated 
middle classes but constrained intellectuals politically. Independent profes¬ 
sional associations were dismantled after 1953 and only government-organ¬ 
ized ones were permitted. Workers, actors, and artists nevertheless did 
organize themselves in such groups as the Writers' Guild of about eighty 
intellectuals who protested censorship (and were suppressed in 1970). 
Teachers joined workers in strikes, as in May 1971 when the army killed one 
and wounded many in Tehran. Students were particularly active. Despite 
coming from middle and upper class backgrounds at the uruversity level 
(with more lower-middle and middle class youth making it to high school), 
students engaged in militant protests in 1960-63, l%9-70, and 1975 for both 
educational reforms and against the Pahlavi regime generally. Students 
abroad were often left-wing in view and able to organize more freely. The 
intelligentsia, then, joined the working class as a major social class with 
grievances against the state by the 1970s.62 


The Petty-Commodity Mode of Production and "Mixed" Groups and Classes 

As the capitalist mode of production expanded, the bazaar-based petty- 
commodity mode contracted somewhat, but persisted. Absolute urban 
growth afforded it a margin of existence, as did its own internal dynamics 
and ability to find and maintain niches of production and distribution. 
Small-scale "factories," workshops and handicraft establishments contin¬ 
ued to operate in the 1960s and 1970s despite intense competition from local 
and imported manufactures. Just how numerous this sector was is difficult 
to discern. Of 2.5 million "industrial workers" in 1977, 68-72 percent, or 
1.7-1.8 million, labored in small units employing less than ten workers. 
Bayat notes the existence of 1.1 million non-agricultural self-employed 
workers, 602,000 small-scale industrial workers (333,000 urban and 269,000 
rural), and 430,000 non-agricultural family workers—a large portion of 
these were merchants, artisans, and rural craftspeople. Of 250,000 manufac¬ 
turing establishments, 244,000 employed less than ten workers. Many of 
these were artisanal urban workshops, and many were rural carpet-weav¬ 
ing sites. Katouzian calculates that Ais sector accounted for 35 percent of 
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total industrial output and 28 percent of non-oil exports (compared with 57 
percent and 21 percent respectively for modem industry). A rough estimate 
is that 10-20 percent of those employed in the manufacturing sector were 
"self-employed/ meaning there may have been 250-500,000 artisans. 
Behrang's analysis of census data suggests a substantial rise in the number 
of "artisans" (seemingly including the 50 percent or more who were rural 
carpet-makers) from 350,777 in 1956 (6.2 percent of the workforce) to 536,318 
in 1966 (8.0 percent) and 1,001,817 (11.5 percent) in 1976.^ 

Against these growth trends there was countervailing pressure from the 
capitalist mode of production. In 1972, 191,000 small workshops with an 
average of three workers each employed 65 percent of industrial workers 
but produced only 35.5 percent of gross value added per worker, a sign of 
their labor-intensivity and limited application of machinery. Bayat calcu¬ 
lates that in 1976 such workshops employed only 36 percent of manufactur¬ 
ing workers, creating 22.8 percent of value added, both suggesting 
aggregate declines. The labor process remained much as it had been; within 
workshops, "the guild elders were able to turn the clock back to the 1920s 
and reassert their power over the many thousand shop assistants, hand¬ 
icraftsmen, workshop employees, and small peddlers working in the lu-ban 
bazaars."^® Joume)mien and apprentices were poorly paid (one example 
from Tabriz in 1975 is wages of $1.40 for a fifteen or sbcteen hour day). There 
was little job security, insurance benefits, or chance to organize as paternal¬ 
istic relations with employers were the norm. Rural craft workers may also 
be considered part of the petty-commodity sector, especially by virtue of 
the craft nature of their sldlls, even if, more than urban artisans, some of 
them were exploited in capitalist relations as well. In 1966 rural craft workers 
were enumerated at 1.2 million, 17 percent of Iran's labor force. Many of 
these were in carpet weaving of a cottage-industry type, and handmade 
cloth textiles. 

These craftspeople were joined in the bazaars by a generally more well- 
to-do group, the merchant class. If we take the figure 1.1 million "petty- 
entrepreneurs" as only partly referring to this group, and Abrahamian's 
250,000 as too low, the figure of 500-650,000 suggested by Jazani and 
Moghtader may be about right, representing around eight percent of the 
labor force. A partial census of 1965 indicated that 75 percent of retail outlets 
were run by single individuals, acting independently and renting their 
premises. The bazaar was stratified, as it had been for centuries, into a few 
large merchants, numerous small and medium shopkeepers, and a great 
many shop assistants, errand boys, street vendors, and the like. Artisans and 
shopkeepers who lacked the collateral to get bank loans kept bazaar mon¬ 
eylenders in business at 25-100 percent interest rates. Village shopkeepers 
and itinerant peddlers also brought the urban bazaar to the countryside, 
perhaps more than ever before. Moghadam's view that the bazaaris "pros- 
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pered during the period of capitalist development" can be supported by 
such facts as their control of three-quarters of wholesaling, two-thirds of 
retail trade, and important sources of foreign credit, but on the other hand 
they now handled only 30 percent of all imports and 15 percent of private 
sector credit One rough index of their decline due to the rise of banks, chain 
outlets, and modem shopping areas is the fall in the share of "domestic 
trade" in the GDP from 9.4 percent in 1963/64 to 5.7 percent in 1977/78. It 
would be more accurate to say that bazaar merchants continued to exist, 
rather then prospering, especially relative to the capitalist sector.^ 

Bazaar and state developed definite antagonisms during this whole 
period. The bazaars had attempted to protest both the 1953 coup and the 
1954 oil deal; accordingly, the government tried to regulate their member¬ 
ship, taxes, and representation with legislation in 1957-58 and 1971. After 
1975 a new onslaught began when the Rastakhiz Party dissolved the guilds 
and set up its own guilds under a chamber of commerce in each city often 
run by a large non-bazaar businessman. The municipal government of 
Tehran announced plans for an eight-lane highway to pass right through 
the bazaar, a type of urban "renewal" that was carried out around the 
bazaar/shrine complex in Mashhad. A vigorous "anti-profiteering cam¬ 
paign" was also launched which resulted in the fining of 200,000 shopkeep¬ 
ers, exile of 23,000, and jailing of 8,000 for two months to five years.^ Such 
measures drew the classes of the petty-commodity mode of production 
together. As one shopkeeper told an American reporter: "jf we let him, the 
Shah will destroy us. The banks are taking over. The big stores are taking 
away oiur livelihoods. And the government will flatten our bazaars to make 
space for state offices."^ Merchants realized that their common enemy was 
the state and large-scale capitalist businessmen. SAVAK had difficulty 
infiltrating the bazaar since merchants, craftspeople, and apprentices were 
generally known to each other and the family and professional background 
of newcomers were scrutinized by guild members. Information networks 
existed through religious circles and the local mosque. Social cohesion was 
maintained through such practices as bulk purchasing, mutual support, and 
independent credit systems. Thus, more than sharp resentment between 
classes in the bazaar, the various groups tended to feel a solidarity with each 
other. Artisans, merchants, and ulama would form a core constituency of 
the reemerging populist alliance by the late 1970s. 

The concept of mixed (or split) groups and classes has been used in this 
study to deal with social collectivities that either have more than one class 
position (such as the ulama) or are locatable in more than one mode of 
production (the urban underclasses and intelligentsia) or both (women and 
religious minorities). By the reign of Muhammad Reza Shah the intelligen¬ 
tsia had become solidly entrenched in the capitalist mode of production as 
an intermediate dominated class. The ulama were still definitely split, in 
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both senses, as were women and minorities. Urban marginals remained a 
mixed class, but were moving closer to the capitalist mode of production. 

The ulama maintained a strong presence as a social group in the changing 
Iranian social structure despite pressures from the state and economy. 
Halliday puts the number of ulama—always a subjective, loosely defined 
category—at 180,000; Abrahamian at 90,000 plus "an unknown number of 
low-ranking preachers, teachers, prayer leaders, and religious procession 
leaders."^^ In their upper ranks they included about fifty ayatullahs (a 
distinction which had evolved in the course of the twentieth century to 
designate the most widely respected and followed ulama) and below them 
some 5,000 hojjat al-islams (a title meaning "proof of Islam"). The number of 
religious students aspiring to these ranks grew from a low of 500 in 1946 to 
6,000 at the main seminary of Qum in 1962 and to 11,000 in the 1970s. There 
were an estimated 80,000 mosques throughout Iran, plus countless shrines 
on which religious devotion was focussed and where ulama offered their 
services. Despite massive government encroachment on the social services 
traditionally provided by the ulama, efforts were made by them to staff 
hospitals, libraries, lecture halls, and welfare institutions that delivered 
such benefits as rent supplements and health care. Income was generated 
by assets which included the remaining vaqf properties (some 40,000 in 1965 
ranging in size from whole villages to smaU ploughlands scattered around 
the country) and the payment of the religious taxes of zakat and khums, in 
large measure by bazaar merchants who were said to pay more taxes to the 
ulama than to the state. The U.S. embassy estimated the total annual income 
of the ulama at $30 million, plus alms, in 1972. It is thus possible to argue, as 
Moghadam and Abrahamian do, that the expanding economy of the 1960s 
and 1970s favored the ulama as a whole with a measiue of economic 
prosperity.^° 

Economic advance was not however accompanied by a political opening. 
State-ulama relations passed from a period of acquiescence and accommo¬ 
dation in the 1950s to the confrontational 1960-63 protests to considerable 
repression by the 1970s. The royalist ayatullah Bihbihani and the quietist 
supreme religious authority Burujirdi provided important support for the 
shah's reassertion of control in the 195^58 period by condoning unpopular 
measures on the foreign policy level such as the 1954 oil deal and the 1955 
Baghdad Pact alliance in exchange for government support of religious 
educational institutions and tacit acquiescence in anti-B^a'i campaigns in 
1955. Even Burujirdi and Bihbihani however were opposed to land reform 
in 1959-60, and Burujirdi's death in 1961 and the events culminating in the 
1963 uprising projected a new religious leadership onto the nation^ scene 
ranging from the liberal constitutionalist Ayatullah Kazim Shari'atmadari 
to the implacable oppositionist Ayatullah IQiumaini. A new generation of 
ulama emerged in the 1970s with fewer ties to the old elites—^land reform 
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had cut some links between high ulama and the landed class, while the 
seminary system modernized itself imder the impact of the challenge from 
state educational institutions. The state struck at ulama power directly and 
indirecdy, promoting the shah as a progressive spiritual leader and de¬ 
nouncing the ulama as medieval reactionaries, scrapping the Islamic and 
solar Iranian calendars in favor of a monarchic calendar making it the year 
2535, sending a "religious corps" into the countryside to teach "true Islam" 
to the peasantry, closing religious publishing houses, taking control of 
vaqfs, disbanding religious student organizations, and using the new Fam¬ 
ily Law to raise the legal age for marriage and give women more rights in 
marriage, in contravention of the Islamic Shari'a. The state also launched a 
frontal assault through direct repression, including arrests, exile, and tor¬ 
ture. In 1970 the mujtahid Ayatullah Muhammad Reza Sa'idi was tortured 
to death. In 1975 prominent ayatullahs such as Bihishti, Muntazari, Qumi, 
Shirazi, Zanjani, and other lesser-rank ulama were arrested. Despite gov¬ 
ernment attempts at repression it was impossible to effectively surveil and 
control 90,000 ulama (as opposed to only a few hundred left-wing guerril- 
las).^l 

To the longstanding urban poor and marginal population was added a 
vast new group of migrants from the countryside in the 1960s and 1970s. 
The tide of landless peasants pouring mto the cities in search of work rose 
from around 30,000 a year in the 1930s and 130,000 annually from 1941 to 
1956, to 250,000 a year for 1957-66 and 330,000 a year between 1%7 and 1976. 
There were some three million migrante in the cities by the late 1970s. About 
one milliori of these found unskilled work in the construction sector (and 
were thus part of the working class), but 900,000 people were unemployed 
in 1977/78, about ten percent of the working population. Others joined the 
ongoing urban marginal population as peddlers, street vendors, casual 
laborers, porters, office tea boys, and domestic servants, or were forced to 
live on the fringes of marginal society as prostitutes, scavengers, drug 
dealers (and addicts), thieves, and beggars—^Jazani provides some rough 
estimates suggesting that there were 10,000 professional prostitutes, M- 
50,000 part-time prostitutes, 50,000 smugglers (especially of drugs), and 
50,000 "professional hooligans, louts and tramps who made a living through 
extortion, begging, etc."^^ 

Once in the city the lives of migrants for the most part paralleled the hard 
lot of the marginal population as a whole. A high percentage (Hemmasi 
found it to be 76 percent) remained unemployed. Those who found work 
were very poorly paid: One 1966 survey of a low-income setdement foimd 
average wages of $9 a month for the head of household; in 1969 46 percent 
of Tehran's employed population earned under $50 a month. Incomes rose 
during the oil boom, but remained at subsistence levels. Nutrition was very 
poor: Kazemi describes a typical diet of bread and tea for breakfast, bread 
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and fruit for lunch in the summer and bread and cheese in the winter, and 
a supper of soup. An Iranian acquaintance once told me of a trip to the poor 
sections of south Tehran where he saw women outside a slaughterhouse 
using pails to gather the blood and rej ected parts that were running through 
the gutters. It is true, as Hooglund points out, that migrants were used to 
living in their villages without such basic services as electricity, sewage, and 
piped water, and did have some access in cities to education, healtit, and 
recreation facilities. They lived, however, in brick kilns, on construction 
sites, in tents, shacks, or hovels, and descriptions of squatter settlements Iw 
Katouzian and Kazemi paint a grim portrait of marginals' living standards.^ 
Urban marginals were not generally active in "politics" as they were too 
busy trying to make ends meet. Young migrants were perhaps more mate¬ 
rialistic, worldly, and education-oriented than their parents; they also 
gravitated toward a more activist, politically-tinged religion. Class-based 
resentment toward the government, local elite, and foreigners was finding 
increasing expression in the 1970s: "As early as 1971 a cautious observer of 
Iran remarked that, on walking through the streets of the southern, poorer 
part of Tehran, he encountered 'more expressed hatred than I have ever 
seen before' from 'people who watch the cars of those people who are doing 
welT."^^ In 1978, on the eve of the revolution, a squatter of Virdabad noted 
"There is nothing they can do if we are united. As lower classes we must 
have solidarity. Otherwise, no one will care about our problems. After all, 
doesn't the Shah's family depend only on the weU-to-do?"^ 

Women in general made identifiable advances in this period, as a conse¬ 
quence of Pahlavi modernization. As mentioned above, the 1%7 family law 
gave them more rights in marriage and at work. The number of women 
receiving higher education rose from 5,000 in 1966 to 74,000 in 1977, with 
the proportion of women teachers in kindergartens at almost 100 percent, 
in elementary schools 54 percent and in secondary schools 30 percent 
Politically, representation was limited, as independent groups were merged 
into Princess Ashraf s Iranian Women's Organization. In 1974 there were 
three women in the cabinet, four in the senate and seventeen in the majlis.^^ 
In the labor force participation increased as a function of new opportunities 
and economic necessity. In 1972,1.4 mUlion women were officially working 
in Iran—64 percent of them in industry, 22 percent in services, and 11 
percent in agriculture. This was 13 percent of all women over age twelve 
(compared with 68 percent of all men of this age). Indeed many more women 
than this were actually working in the countryside: 70 percent of all cloth 
weavers and 72 percent of carpet-weavers were women. For urban women, 
the Third World average in the early 1970s was about 25 percent in the work 
force, while for the Middle East it was five percent (3.1 percent in Egypt, 
two percent in Algeria, less than one percent in Saudi Arabia). In Tehran it 
was 11 percent in 1971 and rising. Professional women numbered 200,000 
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in 1971 (45 percent in teaching, 44 percent in clerical and administrative 
work, 11 percent in the medical field). But the vast majority were in industry 
and service occupations where they received the lowest wages and had 
difficult working conditions. In factories there was widespread sexual 
abuse by foremen; so much so "that the girls deiw their working in the 
factories, since they would be called 'factory girls'."* Patriarchy and sexism 
continued to pervade Iranian society, setting real limits on amelioration of 
the condition of women as a whole. 


Modes of Production and Dependent Development 

This whole section on economic development is conceptualized in modes 
of production terms in Diagram 8.1 (which should be compared with 
Diagram 6.2 in chapter six on the Iranian social formation in 1941). One of 
the most striking changes over three decades is the qualitative transforma¬ 
tion of the peasant crop-sharing mode of production into a capitalist agri¬ 
cultural sector with the attendant transformation of peasant sharecroppers 
into small-holding peasants, and landlords into capitalists and agribusiness 
corporations with state and multinational participation. Secondly, the 
quantitative shifts among the modes of production are quite dramatic in 
terms of the proportion of the population involved in each (and behind that, 
their contribution to GNP). Here we register the decline of the pastoral 
nomadic mode from 7 to 4 percent and of settled agriculture from 69.5 to 
just 28.2 percent, with the petty-commodity sector rising somewhat from 
13.5 to 19.2 percent and the urban capitalist sector growing enormously 
from 10 to 48.6 percent^* The extent to which the capitalist mode of 
production had become preponderant by 1977 is seen by the total of 76.8 
percent in the agiicuiturd and urban capitalist sectors, versus 23.2 percent 
in the older pastoral nomadic and petty-commodity modes. The latter 
figure, primarily representing bazaar-based merchants, artisans, and ulama 
is not insignificant, however, especially as a proportion of the lu-ban popu¬ 
lation, the geographical site where most Iranian social movements have 
occurred. 

Finally, analysis of the economy has provided a basis for evaluating the 
dependent nature of this capitalist development process. We have seen 
Iran's great dependence on oil revenues to run the state and economy, the 
key role played by multinationals in both industry and agrioilture, the 
negative aspects of this kind of industrialization (measured by income 
inequality, inflation, deteriorating living standards, and the like), and its 
impact on numerous classes, including workers, peasants, tribespeople, 
merchants, artisans, ulama, and urban marginals. Each of these classes 
developed grievances against the state, local dominant classes, and foreign 
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capital in Iran. Our portrait of the new situation of dependency will be 
completed by an examination of Iran's foreign relations and economic and 
political place in the world during this period. 


Iran in the World-System: Toward the Semiperiphery? 

Understanding Iran's place in the world-system of the 1960s and 1970s 
requires consideration of its economic and political relations with the new 
core power of the United States, the other advanced industrial nations of 
Europe and Japan, the socialist countries and especially the Soviet Union, 
and the Third World, particularly its Middle Eastern and Asian neighbors. 
Theoretically the most interesting issue is the extent to which Iran was 
moving from the periphery of the world-economy into what WaUerstein 
calls the semiperiphery, that middle echelon of states both in terms of 
economic rewards and political power in the world-system, a group which 
is simultaneously exploited vis-a-vis the core while itself exploiting the 
periphery.^^ Secondly, the examination of these relationships contributes 
to a fuller explanation of the concept of dependency, which after all implies 
dependency on another country or countries. To shed light on these issues, 
then, we will study both patterns of foreign trade and power-relationships 
between Iran and the rest of the world. 

The key issues in terms of foreign trade are the balance of trade, the 
nature of imports and exports, and the terms of trade. Table 8.3 reveals the 
enormous expansion in imports and exports made possible by Iran's oil 
production, and the corresponding stagnation of non-oU exports between 
1953 and 1978. The balance of trade was always negative without oil and 
only sometimes positive even with it, a serious indication of Iran's absolute 
dependence on oil income after the promising oil-less experiment of the 
Mussadiq era was rolled back. When the balance of trade was in deficit, even 
with oil, this meant reliance on foreign loans, for a total of $2.6 billion 
between 1963 and 1972.^ This reliance on oil points to the problematic 
composition of Iran's export trade. Oil and gas were already 77 percent of 
all exports by value in 1963, but this rose to 85 percent in 1972 and an 
incredible 98 percent in 1978 as oil prices rose. Equally discouraging was the 
performance of manufactured products in the small non-oil export sector. 
In 1977/78, modem industry accounted for only 21 percent of Iran's non-oil 
exports ($111 million of $523 million), while agriculture provided $264 
million in exports (51 percent) and traditional industry $148 million (28 
percent), with carpets alone at $115 million surpassing aU modem manufac¬ 
tures.*^ Iran's import-substitution strategy had led to industrial production 
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TABLE 8.3 Iran's Foreign Trade, 1953-1978 
(in millions of doUais) 


Year 

Imports 

Exports 
(without oil) 

Exports 
(with oil) 

Balance 
(without oil) 

Balance 
(with oil) 

1953 

66.1 

96.7 

99.8 

+30.6 

+33.7 

1958 

605.9 

103.8 

402.6 

-502.1 

-203.3 

1963 

518.6 

127.0 

1,015.2 

-391.6 

+496.6 

1968 

1,408.9 

214.8 

2,003.7 

-1,194.1 

+594.8 

1972 

3,161.0 

440.0 

3,040.0 

-2,721.0 

-121.0 

1978 

18,400.0 

520.0 

24,020.0 

-17,880.0 

+5,620.0 


Sources: Bharier, Economic Development in Iran, 104-6 table 44; Katouzian, The Political 
Economy of Modem Iran, 325 table 16.2. Exchange rate used: $1 = 87.1 rials (1953), 
76.5 rials (1958), 75.75 rials (1963,1968). 


for the domestic market, but had carved out no share of the more competi¬ 
tive world market for itself. 

The nature of imports further accentuates the dependent trend of Iran's 
development Of $18.4 billion in total imports in 1977/78, $6.1 billion (33 
percent) were on machinery and vehicles, $5.3 billion (29 percent) on steel, 
chemicals, paper, fibres, and so forth, $4.3 billion (24 percent) was "classi¬ 
fied" (i.e. mainly on military hardware), and $2.2 billion (12 percent) was on 
food. If one deducts the import of arms, parts to assemble, and food from 
total exports, there is about $2.6 billion left over that migfit ideally have been 
used for real development purposes—only about ten percent of oil income 
and less than 15 percent of all imports. This was in fact mostly squandered 
on consumption and corruption. While little data on the terms of trade is 
available, what is certain is that reliance on oil exports was inherently 
unstable, as either the West would pass the costs of its own inflation back 
to Iran or prices for oil would decline, hampering Iran's ability to import 
This profile of foreign trade is certainly that of a dependent country.®* 

Iran's foreign trade was oriented largely toward Ae advanced industrial 
nations, especially the United States, West Germany, and Japan (in this 
sense, a member of "the West"), as Table 8.4, on the sources of Iran's imports, 
suggests. When markets for non-oil exports are considered, the Soviet 
Union joins this group as an important trading partner. Despite the seeming 
parity of West Germany, Japan, and the United States as leading commercial 
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TABLE 8.4 Leading Importers to Iran, 1959-1977 
(in millions of dollars, with percent in parentheses) 


Country 

1959 

1965 

1970 

1974 

1977 

West Germany 

124.3 

180.5 

347.9 

1,185.0 

2,747.0 


(22.8) 

(20.1) 

(20.8) 

(17.0) 

(19.5) 

United States 

94.6 

170.4 

217.4 

1,321.5 

2,205.0 


(17.4) 

(19.0) 

(13.0) 

(20.0) 

(15.6) 

Japan 

54.7 

71.5 

201.2 

999.4 

2,215.0 


(10.1) 

(7.9) 

(12.0) 

(15.1) 

(15.7) 

Great Britain 

78.2 

114.7 

162.7 

529.5 

n.a. 


(14.4) 

(12.8) 

(9.7) 

(8.0) 


France 

21.2 

45.1 

77.5 

242.1 

n.a. 


(3.9) 

(5.0) 

(4.6) 

(3.7) 


Italy 

19.5 

41.4 

67.9 

199.4 

n.a. 


(3.6) 

(4.6) 

(4.0) 

(3.0) 


Others 

151.7 

274.8 

572.0 

2,136.8 

6,933.0 


(27.8) 

(30.6) 

(34.1) 

(32.3) 

(49.2) 

Total 

544.2 

898.4 

1,676.6 

6,613.7 

14,100.0 


Sources: SeyfoUahi, "Development of the Dependent Bourgeoisie," 172 table 15; 
Katouzian, The Political Economy of Modem Iran, 322 table 16.1. 


allies, one country enjoyed a unique relationship with Iran and the shah, 
whose significance we must now probe. 

The United States took the lead from Great Britain as the undisputed 
hegemonic core power in Iran after the 1953 coup. Multiple ties—economic, 
political, and strategic—^were established between the two countries. The 
American attitude was clearly stated in 1957: "Iran is important to the United 
States for political, economic and military reasons. It has 1200 rrules of 
common border with the U.S.S.R., occupies a strategic location in the 
Middle East... and controls an important part of the world's proven oil 
reserves."®^ For his part, the shah had stressed as far back as 1954: "the 
potentialities of friendly and close relations between the people of Iran and 
the Uruted States are immense.... Iran has a great deal in common, in 
convictions, with the Western world regarding freedom and democracy. 
The way of life of the Western world fits in with our scheme of Islamic 
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values."®^ In 1976 Harold Saunders, assistant secretary of state for Near 
Eastern and South Asian affairs, affirmed that American interests in Iran 
had been constant for a generation because of "Iran's importance to the 
security of the Gulf region, the future of the Middle East and the production 

ofoil."85 

A greater American economic interest in Iran was already signalled by 
Eisenhower in 1953: "of course, it will not be so easy for the Iranian economy 
to be restored, even if her refineries again begin to operate.... However, 
this is a problem that we should be able to help."^ The American oil 
companies' lucrative 40 percent share of the 1954 oil deal—^America's major 
stake in Pahlavi Iran—has already been noted. In the course of the 1960s 
and 1970s a considerable amount of direct foreign investment by American- 
based multinationals was added to this, in the agribusiness ventures, in the 
most advanced industrial sectors, such as petrochemicals, pharmaceuticals, 
chemicals, and aluminum, and in the growing banking sector, where Amer¬ 
ican banks played a major role. The United States overtook the British as 
the major foreign investor in the 1950s and held this position until the 1970s 
when the Japanese surpassed them. Halliday notes that "At the end of 1972 
the USA had assets valued at $570 millions in Iran—a large amount, but less 
than it had in Israel ($600 millions), Libya ($1,145 millions) or Saudi Arabia 
($2,000 millions)."*^ In 1978, some 500 American firms had $700 million 
invested in Iran and twelve large banks had another $2.2 billion in assets in 
Iran. To the oil interests and direct foreign investment should be added 
trade between the two countries, in which the United States was a consis¬ 
tent first or second to West Germany or Japan throughout this period. This 
may be considered a second circuit of capital, for the money paid in royalties 
and revenues by the West to Iran made possible the purchase of vast 
quantities of Western goods. There was moreover a massive arms trade in 
the 1970s which does not figure in the trade data and which was thoroughly 
dominated by the United States. 

Beyond these purely economic ties lurked perhaps even greater political 
and strategic bonds. Richard Helms, one-time CIA director and ambassador 
to Iran referred to Iran as "in political terms, the center of the world."®® Total 
American economic and military aid to Iran from 1953 to 1960 came to over 
$1 billion, a sum not surpassed by any other Third World country except 
Turkey. Aid between 1950 and 1970 totalled $2.3 billion, over $1.3 billion of 
which was military. A transparent pattern of political influence followed 
this aid: the first $68.4 million being announced within three weeks after 
the August 1953 coup, $127 million right after the 1954 oil deal, and other 
grants after Iran joined the pro-Westem Baghdad Pact in 1955 and CENTO 
in 1958.®^ Though the evidence in the case of the appointment of 'Ali Amini 
as prime minister in 1961 is not conclusive, it certainly fits within this 
pattern. Amini's subsequent fall can likewise be attributed in part to the 
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withdrawal of American support; thereafter the United States government 
settled into a policy of unambiguous support for the shah.^ 

This relationship can be seen in the nexus of strategic alliances entered 
into by the two countries. After briefly flirting with closer ties to the Soviet 
Union at the time of the possibly U.S.-condoned Qarani coup plot against 
him, the shah signed a bilateral military treaty in March 1959 committing 
the U.S. to take "appropriate action, including the use of armed forces" in 
case of communist or "communist-inspired" aggression against Iran. This 
cemented the military relationship going back to World War II. From 1945 
to 1970 over 11,000 Iranians received military training in the United States, 
while American advisers were attached to Iran's police, army, and SAVAK 
Tehran became the CIA's Middle Eastern headquarters in 1973, with most 
of the emphasis on the Soviet Union and China rather than Iranian affairs.^^ 
After the pullout of British forces from the Persian Gulf kingdoms in 1971, 
Iran emerged as the dominant military power in the Gulf area. In the midst 
of the American debacle in Vietnam, this fit well with the Nixon Doctrine 
of promoting strong regional allies to maintain a favorable economic and 
political atmosphere in various parts of the Third World. As a 1977 U.S. 
Senate report acknowledged: "if Iran is called in to intervene in the internal 
affairs of any Gulf state, it must be recognized in advance by the United 
States that this is the role for which Iran is being primed and blame cannot 
be assigned for Iran's carrying out an implied assignment"’^ Iran was the 
most prominent of a group of pro-American regional powers that included 
Brazil, Israel, and Indonesia. In a secret agreement of May 1972 Nixon 
agreed to furnish the shah with any conventional weapons he wanted, 
bypassing the American departments of state and defence. This blank check 
was, in Halliday's words, an "unparalleled" step in American relations with 
a Third World country.’^ It opened the floodgates of weapons sales to Iran 
in the 1970s, an arms bazaar fully mirroring the scope of the oil boom. Total 
U.S. military sales to Iran came to $17 billion for 1950-77, $16 billion of this 
after 1972, a sum which ate up almost 20 percent of Iran's oil revenues and 
on the American side accounted for over half of all U.S. arms sales to foreign 
countries by 1977. A bilateral agreement in mid-1976 projected $40 billion 
in U.S.-Iranian trade between 1976 and 1980. By 1978 there were 37,000 
American military and civilian personnel in Iran, most enjoying diplomatic 
immimity, with military technicians drawing $9,000 a month salaries from 
the Iraiuan government A 1977 U.S. Senate report admitted openly: "The 
presence of U.S. personnel and the presumed inability of Iranians to utilize 
all the recent arms purchases could give the U.S. leverage over any Iranian 
intention that runs counter to U.S. interest"’^ Thus, despite Iran's seem¬ 
ingly independent foreign policy and oil diplomacy, by the eve of the 
revolution the shah had become increasingly dependent on the United 
States in a web of economic, military, political, and strategic relations. 



346 


The New Situation of Dependency 


No other country came anywhere near the kind of influence exercised 
by the United States on Iran. Among the European countries Great Britain 
gradually fell behind West Germany as a leading trade partner, to the 
position of fourth overall. The Anglo-Iranian Oil Company was well com¬ 
pensated with 25 million pounds sterling and the new British Petroleum 
had a healthy 40 percent share in the post-1954 consortium, Britain's largest 
stake in Iran. In the 1970s Britain was a major arms seller, particularly of 
tanks (accounting for most of the $971 million in exports to Iran in 1977-78), 
and was active in the auto assembly industry, as well as banking. But all of 
this was a far cry from Britain's traditional position as a maj or power in Iran 
and reflected the United Kingdom's general decline in the world-economy 
after World War 11.^^ By the same token West German 3 r's economic recovery 
and eventual "miracle" in the 1960s catapulted it into a strong economic 
position in Iran, as leading importer from 1959 to 1970 and again in 1977. 
German investments in Iran fell off in the 1970s (well behind Japan and the 
United States), but were profitably placed in pharmaceuticals, steel, and 
agricultural machinery. In 1974 the shah bought a 25 percent share in the 
Krupp steel industry, Katouzian calling this investment in a declining sector 
of Western industry "one of His Majesty's greatest follies in the field of 
foreign investment."^^ The other European countries collectively ac¬ 
counted for about 20 percent of Iran's imports, led by France and Italy, with 
3-5 percent each. 

Dwarfing all the European countries except West Germany, and gener¬ 
ally ranking second in terms of economic relations with Iran to the United 
States, was the newest core power in the world-economy, Japan. Japan 
passed Britain by 1970 and the United States by 1977 (excluding arms sales) 
as a supplier of imports to Iran, especially of electrical equipment Involved 
in petrochemicals, electrical appliances, insurance, and the financial mar¬ 
kets, Japan was the largest investor in Iran, with 40 percent of the total 
investments made in 1975/76. This economic power, while significant, fit 
within the broad pattern of Iran's dependence on the advanced industrial 
economies, thus not really posing a challenge to American hegemony in 
Iran.^ 

The socialist and third worlds together loomed relatively insi gn ificant 
economically for Iran's position in the world-system, though political rela¬ 
tions were naturally important both in the case of the Soviet Union, and in 
that of Iran's neighbors in the Gulf, including Iraq. These countries played 
no role in Iran's dependent development, but are of some relevance to Iran's 
claims of acting as a regional military power. As Halliday notes, Iran's 
overall relations with the Soviet Union have been "relatively tranquil" since 
1953, except for the 1959-62 period. The return of Iran's gold reserves in 1954 
patched things up as did a 1956 visit to Moscow by the shah. Relations were 
severely strained by Iran's 1959 bilateral defense treaty with the Uiuted 
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States but relaxed again in 1962-63 when the shah pledged not to allow 
American missiles to be based in Iran (it was the time of the Cuban missile 
crisis). Thereafter relations improved and a de facto bargain was struck: The 
USSR accepted the shah's rule and American hegemony in Iran, while 
receiving a number of economic agreements of its own and a stable monar¬ 
chy on its borders. The shah meanwhile used the relationship to neutralize 
the pro-Soviet Tudeh Party and for certain economic benefits. The relation¬ 
ship therefore was based on mutual trade and political stability. The old 
pattern of being an important market for Iranian raw materials continued 
based on the convenience of proximity, but the USSR could not really 
compete with the United States, Japan, and Europe in world trade. There 
was also a major joint investment in a steel mill for Iran and a pipeline to 
transport natural gas to the Soviet Union. This brought 1,500 Soviet techni¬ 
cians to Iran, without a great economic benefit as Iran spent $700 million to 
construct the pipeline while the steel plant earned only $4 million in l%9-70 
instead of a proj ected $600 million in exports.^® Other socialist countries also 
made various economic agreements with the shah's Iran. 

It Wcis in the Middle East that the shah sought to make good Iran's claims 
as a new regional power, politically aggressive and militarily intervention¬ 
ist The purpose of this policy was to bolster his and the arm/s image and 
to weaken any state or movement that could undermine the regime. Mili¬ 
tary interventions thus included the Yemeni civil war (l%2-70), the seizure 
of three Gulf islands from the newly formed United Arab Emirates in 
November 1971, the deployment of several thousand troops to aid Sultan 
Qabus of Oman against rebels in the Dhofar province from December 1973 
to late 1976, assistance to Pakistan in 1973 to deal with Baluchi separatists, 
and support for Iraqi Kurds between 1972 and 1975. In Halliday's 1978 
judgment: 

No third-world state has a record of intervention outside its frontiers compa¬ 
rable to Iran's in the period since the mid-1960s. South Korea, Indonesia, Zaire, 
Israel, Brazil and Saudi Arabia have all intervened, directly or indirectly, in 
support of counter-revolutionary forces beyond their frontiers, but none have 
done so on the scale of Iran.^ 

Relations with Iraq were frequently poor due to the Kurdish minority on 
both sides of the border, occasional involvement in coup plots by both 
countries, and a border dispute in Khuzistan over the Shatt i-Arab water¬ 
way which almost led to war in 1968 (and eventually did in 1980). In March 
1975 Iran's military buildup forced an advantageous resolution of the 
border dispute in exchange for stopping its assistance to Iraq's Kurds.In 
the mid-1970s Iran tried to improve relations with many of the region's 
nations from Egypt to India by providing money for j oint capital investment 
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projects. Iran's relations with the other American-supported Middle 
Eastern power, Israel, were even closer, if kept somewhat out of the public 
eye. Iran had de facto recognized Israel's existence in 1950; the Israelis 
helped train SAVAK later in the decade. Thereafter, despite the shah's 
pro-Arab OPEC price maneuvers in 1967 and 1973 the relationship was 
strengthened, based on large numbers of militaiy officers trained in Israel, 
arms trade both ways, the common enemy in Iraq, major oil supplies (with 
Iran financing Israel's pipeline to the Red Sea after 1967 and guaranteeing 
Israel's oil needs after 1975 as part of the secret clauses of the Sinai disen¬ 
gagement treaty), and growing Israeli exports to Iran (from $22 million in 
1970 to $63 million in 1974).^*^^ The closeness of Iran and Israel well served 
conservative American policy interests in the Middle East This pattern of 
relationships both reinforces the hypothesis of Iran's predominant depen¬ 
dence on the West and buttresses somewhat its claims of constituting a 
regional sub-power vis-a-vis such neighbors. 


Comparisons, Conclusions 

We may now bring this chapter to a close by addressing the questions: 
Was Iran's dependent development of a type and magnitude to pull it out 
of the periphery into the semiperiphery? How does its experience compare 
with such countries as Brazil, Mexico, Egypt, Turkey, or India? As we have 
seen, Iran's GNP and industrial growth rates were among the highest in the 
Third World. Given the lack of manufactured exports and dependence on 
oil revenues for its growth, however, these proved rather deceptive indices 
of development Like other oil producers—Iraq, Algeria, Venezuela, and 
Nigeria—Iran suffered from agricultural shortfalls and massive bureau¬ 
cratic corruption. Iraq and Algeria arguably chaimelled their wealth into 
public projects and cooptation of new social classes more astutely than Iran 
and Nigeria. While pulling ahead of less populous regional competitors 
and neighbors such as Iraq, Afghanistan, and the Gulf kingdoms, Iran 
reached a level roughly comparable with such Middle Eastern in- 
dustrializers as Egypt, Turkey, and Pakistan in many respects.A Hudson 
Institute report of 1975 concluded however that even if Iran met its own 
high predicted growth rates, by 1985 "it would have an economy not much 
more developed than India's and equal to or just behind Mexico's."^®^ 

Far from becoming a "new Japan" as the shah had boasted, Iran on the 
eve of the 1980s was not, it would seem, even a solid member of the 
semiperiphery. Compared with moi« clear-cut contenders for this rank such 
as Brazil, South Korea, and Taiwan, Iran was far less industrialized and 
lacked their financial and monopoly capital sectors, rel)ring instead on its 
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state and oil revenues, and letting both agriculture and industry, the only 
real long-term guarantees of development, lag far behind. For a brief period 
in the 1970s Iran had seemed to be moving closer to this group in the 
semiperiphery but it was an uncertain, dependent progress. The failure of 
this movement would be sealed by a decisive event in world history—the 
Iranian revolution. 
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The Making of the Iranian Revolution 
and After, 1977-1991 


I cannot believe and I do not accept that any prudent individual can believe that the purpose 
of all these sacrifices was to have less expensive melons, that we sacrificed our young men 
to have less expensive housing.. ..No one would give his life for better agriculture. Dignity 
is better than full bellies. Iranian masses have fought only for God not for worldly affairs, 
—Ayatullah RuhuUah BOaumaini, in September 1979^ 


» * 


* 


The reaction of the workers in the Azmayesh factory to Khomeini's famous statement that 
'we have not made revolution for cheap melons, we have made it for Islam' was 

they say we have not made revolution for economic bettermentl What have we made 
it for, then? They say, for Islam! What does Islam mean then? We made it for the 
betterment of the conditions of our lives. 


—Bayat, Workers and Revolution 


These two quotes alone, one from Ayatullah Khumaini, the acknowl¬ 
edged leader of the Iranian revolution, the other by a group of the factory 
workers whose strikes helped paralyze the shah's regime, hint at some of 
the wide-ranging debates on the nature and causes of the Iranian revolution 
of 1977-79. Namely, were economic or religious motivations paramount? 
Who made the revolution, and why? What causal factors must be consid¬ 
ered in giving an adequate account of this social upheaval? What does Iran's 
recent revolution tell us about theories of revolution, and vice versa? 
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Theories of Revolution and the Iranian Case 

In addition to such common-sense views of revolution as "misery breeds 
revolt/' or the state faces "an ruimanageable accumulation of difficulties/' 
or that radical new ideas are somehow crucial to the making of revolu¬ 
tions—all of which may be helpful but raise further questions of why and 
how—^Jack Goldstone has identified three generations of social science 
theories of revolution.^ Historians of the first generation, such as Crane 
Brintonin the 1920s and 1930s, elaborated descriptive "natural histories" of 
revolution.^ Goldstone's second generation of theorists dating from the 
1950s and 1960s, tried to explain why and when revolutions arise, using 
explicit, social science theories of several types, mostly derived from the 
then prevalentmodemization paradigm.^ Since the 1970s a third generation 
of structural theories focuses analysis on such new dimensions as state 
structures, international pressmes, peasant society, the armed forces, and 
elite behavior.® Though each of these theorists makes important contribu¬ 
tions, it is Theda SkocpoTs oeuvre which aims at the most comprehensive 
and potentially generalLzable theory of social revolutions, and has attracted 
the most extensive commentary and debate. Skocpol defines social revolu¬ 
tions as "rapid, basic transformations of a society's state and class structure 
... accompanied and in part carried through by class-based revolts from 
below."® Arguing against the view that revolutions are "made" by mass- 
mobilizing, ideologically-informed social movements and actors, she 
stresses the structural reasons for the outbreak of revolutions, especially the 
weakening of old regimes by outside military pressures, internal splits 
between elites and the state, and widespread participation by intact peasant 
communities. In a subsequent article, Skocpol observes that the model used 
to account for the French, Russian, and Chinese revolutions in States and 
Social Revolutions applies only to certain kinds of states—^"established agrar¬ 
ian states facing intensifying pressures from more economically developed 
competitors within the international states system."^ She denies it can be 
generalized to small, dependent Third World states in today's world. In 
another article she does extend her theory to Third World coimtries in 
which "the holders of prerevolutionary state power are either colonial 
rulers or else indigenous dictators closely dependent upon foreign backing 
and links to the capitalist world economy."® She specifies: 

Social revolutions have happened in such settings when major shifts in world 
economic and geopolitical conditions have weakened the repressive capacities 
of colorual or neocolonial regimes, and when peasants have either been able 
to rebel autonomously through local communal structures, or nationalist 
guerrilla movements have devised ways to mobilize peasants directly. While 
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the combinations of causes involved are not "mechanicaUy" the same as in 
States and Social Revolutions, the same theoretical perspective—centered on 
state structures, intemationtil conditions affecting state power, and agrarian 
class structures—^is clearly at work.^ 

As we shall see, when Skocpol turns to the case of the Iranian revolution, 
she moves further away from her models of social revolution, while hying 
to remain faithful to her structuralist method. Let us turn now to her and 
others' explanations of the Iranian case. 

Various scholars and commentators have noted the applicability of cer¬ 
tain theories of revolution to the Iranian case. Many of the imputed charac¬ 
teristics of all revolutions listed by the Natural History school, and 
especially Brinton, are broadly found in the Iranian case.^'^ The fit of 
Davies's J-curve (a period of rising expectations followed by a sudden 
economic downturn) to the situation in the 1970s has also been noted.^^ 
These observations, however, remain undeveloped in the literature and in 
any case subject to the criticisms levelled against the first two generations 
generally—that their "theories" are mainly descriptive and do not tell us 
what causal factors lie behind the phenomena observed. Theda Skocpol has 
also tried to explain the Iranian revolution and the difficulties this leads her 
into are instructive.^^ the first place, virtually none of the structural 
mechanisms found in the French, Russian, and Chinese cases apply to Iran: 
There was no external pressure on the Iranian state, no great elite-state 
conflict, and no mass-based peasantmovement in the countryside. Nor does 
Iran fit the model of Third World revolutions traced by Skocpol: Again, 
there was no major shift in world economic and geopolitical conditions to 
weaken the Iranian state, and no mobilized peasantry. She is then forced to 
turn Iran into a unique case and resort to various ad hoc mechanisms to 
explain the revolution, finding these in the rentier nature of the state and 
the existence of a mobilizing ideology and lu-ban network in Shi'a Islam. 
She retreats further from the model of States and Social Revolutions in con¬ 
cluding that here was one revolution that was "deliberately and coherently 
made" and that the definition of a soda! revolution includes transformation 
of dominant ideologies. While it is to her credit to recognize that the Iranian 
revolution challenges her previous theories, she uses the case not to revise 
her model but to claim that Iran is virtually unique. It seems to me that the 
opposite strategy—of trying to account for the Iranian revolution with 
other theoretical prindples and then reflecting on theories of revolution- 
might be more fruitful, and I shall elaborate my own perspective below. 

First, though, we can approach the case of Iran from a different direction 
by looking at the rich debates among Iran spedalists (rather than theorists 
of revolution) over the causes and nature of the revolution. These are, after 
all, the scholars who know the Iranian case most intimately, and if existing 
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theories do not match their accounts, this too raises questions for theories 
of revolution. Though there are many cross-cutting ways to categorize their 
views in the literature (and many writers cross the lines adopted here), three 
basic points of view can be roughly discerned: those who argue for the 
primacy of political-economic causes, those who insist on the Islamic nature 
of the revolution, and those who wish to synthesize economic, political and 
ideological factors. 

The Islamic interpretation of the Iranian revolution stresses the role of 
culture and ideology, insisting on the religious roots of the revolution— 
that the shah was overthrown for failing to follow Islamic principles, that 
the revolution's causes were not economic, and that the uniqueness of the 
Iranian revolution lies in its ideological orientation.^^ This naturally is the 
view held by the clerical leaders of the revolution, beginning with 
Ayatullah Khumaini. Thus Khumaini said in October 1979: 

[The left] did not contribute anything. They did not help the revolution at aU. 

... They were not decisive for the victory, they were not responsible, they did 
not contribute cin 3 rthing. . . . [The people who were killed by the tens of 
thousands died] For Islam. The people fought for Islam. 

The degree to which this rewrites history by one involved in the midst of a 
complex struggle will become obvious below. The view that the revolution 
was not primarily economic in origin has, however, also foimd academic 
proponents. A more developed, social scientifically-informed variant of this 
position is offered by Aqomand, who argues that revolutions are most 
meaningfully distinguished by their "value-relevance," thus classifying 
Iran's as a world-historical revolution on a par with the English, French, 
Russian, and fascist revolutions. This leads him to focus on the ulama-state 
relationship as central to the Iranian revolution, and to emphasize its Islamic 
outcome. He minimizes working-class participation and finds similarities 
with fascism as a populist, mass-mobilizing ideology, and parallels with 
Stone's interpretation of the English revolution as driven by Piuitanism in 
its ideas, organization, and leadership: "A parallel assertion can be made 
regarding the Shi'ite clerics, and with much greater confidence."^® 

Against this interpretation one finds a much larger group of Iran special¬ 
ists stressing the political-economic origins of the revolution. Perhaps the 
ideal-typical form of this argument is Ervand Abrahamian's contention that 
the revolution resulted from a disjuncture of political and economic devel¬ 
opment: 


the failure of the Pahlavi regime to make political modifications appropriate to 
the changes taking place in the economy and society inevitably strained the 
links between the social structure and the politick structure, blocked the 
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channeling of social grievances into the p>olitical system, widened the gap 
between new social forces and the ruling circles, and, most serious of ciU, cut 
down the few bridges that had in the past connected traditional social forces, 
especially the bazaars, with the politick establishment^^ 

In this view, Islamic forces simply rushed to fUl a void left by the systematic 
destruction of all other political oppositions available. The triumphant 
clerical faction then are "radical revolutionaries or reactionary radicals"— 
radical in ending the Pahlavi dynasty, reactionaiy or traditional in wanting 
to replace it with "an early Islamic golden age."^^ Similarly, Pesaran argues 
that "the February Revolution came about not because of a sudden and 
dramatic Islamic resurgence, but largely as a result of socio-economic con¬ 
ditions. ... Islamic resurgence was not the cause of the February Revolution, 
it was its effect"^® The basis of this line of reasoning is to note what the 
revolution was against (the shah's dictatorship) rather than what it turned 
out to be for (an Islamic Republic). Moghadam seconds this approach, 
observing that the revolution was "a populist, anti-imperialist soci^ revo¬ 
lution," and that Islamization set in after tire revolutionary takeover, follow¬ 
ing a year and a half of intense political, ideological, and social struggles. 

A third strategy of analysis has been to combine the ideological, political, 
and economic factors as causes of the revolution, as in Michael Fischer's 
classic statement: "The causes of the revolution, and its timing, were eco¬ 
nomic and political; the form of the revolution, and its pacing, owed much 
to the tradition of religious protest"^ Moghadam is even more explicit 
about this multi-causal approach; "The roots of the Iranian Revolution—^in¬ 
volving economic, politick, and cultural factors, historical and conjimctural 
causes, internal social processes and external developments—cannot be 
reduced to any one dimension."^* The works of Keddie, Halliday, Burke 
and Lubeck, Bashiiiyeh, and Farhi evince this flexibility, with varying 
degrees of depth and points of emphasis. Thus Keddie notes the combina¬ 
tion of economic problems and cultural uprooting, Halliday the conjunc¬ 
ture of "modem" economic development and "traditional" fundamentalist 
Islam, and Bashitiyeh the coincidence of economic crisis, religious organi¬ 
zation, and political mistakes.^ These analyses, especially Farhi's, come 
closest to my own analytic strategy. Once we have acknowledged the 
multi-causal aspects of the revolution, however, the challenge becomes one 
of explaining how economy, politics, and ideology are inter-related, and 
where the several causes come from. 

The heterogeneity of the social forces that made the Iranian revolution 
has been noted by many observers. In this respect the events of 1977-79 
follow the pattern of urban, multi-class populist alliances which we have 
already discerned in the Constitution^ revolution of 1905-11 and 
Mussadiq's oil nationalization movement in 1951-53. The precise nature of 
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the revolutionary coalition will be explored below. Here we want to specify 
a theoretical model of how it coalesced. Chapter eight traced out a pattern 
of dependent development and state repression of society in terms of the 
combination of world-systemic constraints and internal modes of produc¬ 
tion. This process resulted in severe economic dislocation and/or political 
repression of numerous social classes and groups—the ulama, bazaar mer¬ 
chants and artisans, working class, inteUigentsia and students, mban mar¬ 
ginal classes, peasants, and tribes. The Pahlavi state and its chief supporter, 
the United States, came to be widely perceived as the cause of Iran's 
problems. This resulted from the distillation of the experiences of the several 
groups and classes filtered through the available political cultures—^varie¬ 
ties of Islam, secular nationalism, and Marxist analyses. Thus a broad 
coalition was both possible and ready to emerge when in 1977-78 an internal 
economic downturn occurred simultaneously with an easing of world- 
systemic pressure signalled by the Carter administration's ambivalent and 
conflicted relationship with the shah.^ D iagram 9.1 illustrates the sequence 
of factors which touched off the revolution. The result is a complex con- 

DIAGRAM 9.1 The Causes of the Iranian Revolution 
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junctural model of revolutionary causation, meaning that a particular con¬ 
stellation of necessary conditions, no one sufficient by itself, lead to the 
outbreak of a successful social revolution. These factors, as argued through¬ 
out this study, are economic, political, and cultural, and have internal as 
well as external determinants.^ 


The 1963 Uprising: A Precursor 

The utility of the model proposed can be partly illustrated by considering 
a "negative" example: the failed social movements of 1960-63 culminating 
in the June 1963 Muharram uprising that was violently repressed by the 
shah. Consideration of these events and the positions taken by the partici¬ 
pants also provides the necessary baseline for measuring the subsequent 
changes that occurred in political culture and class coalitions in the 1960s 
and 1970s. 

As noted briefly in chapter eight serious economic problems developed 
in 1958-60—a budget deficit, foreign borrowing, bad harvests, and rising 
inflation. Compounded by an International Monetary Fund stabilization 
program, these resulted in a fairly deep recession, which hit domestic trade, 
including the bazaar, the hardest^^ There followed the fraudulent majlis 
elections of 1960 which the shah was compelled to cancel and annul, and in 
April 1961 the court's appointment of the liberal politician 'Ali Amini as 
prime minister in the midst of firm U.S. pressure for reforms. Internal 
pressure on the shah was meanwhile accumulating since the August 1960 
revival of the remnants of Mussadiq's National Front, led by the Iran Party's 
Karim Sanjabi, National Party's Dariush Furuhar, Shapur Bakhtiar, Al- 
lahyar Saleh, Baqir Kazemi, and the new Liberation Movement of Iran's 
Mehdi Bazargan and Mahmud Taliqani, the progressive cleric. Throughout 
1961 and 1962 this loosely organized coalition criticized the shah and Amini 
and supported a series of strikes and protests by students, teachers, textile, 
oil, and commurucations workers. Tlie National Front never came to an 
agreement with Amini despite both sides' support of land reform, because 
Amini wanted to push this through without any majlis to obstruct it, 
whereas the National FronPs politicians demanded new elections. This lack 
of agreement helped the shah force Amini's resignation in July 1962. The 
shah then claimed the land reform issue for himself by proclaiming it the 
cornerstone of his "White Revolution." The National Front meanwhile lost 
momentum due to arrests of its leaders and alienation of both potential 
left-wing supporters such as Khalil MaUki's Socialist League and the reli¬ 
gious liberals of the Liberation Movement^ 
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The third party to this struggle was the ulama, led by Ayatullah Burujirdi 
until his death in March 1961. Burujirdihadbeen apolitical and thus de facto 
publicly supportive of the shah in the 1950s, averring in 1960 that "I pray 
day and night for the person of the Shah-in-Shah, for whom I entertain 
sincere regard."^ This attitude changed with the state's first land reform 
proposal in 1960, which was firmly opposed by Ayatullahs Burujirdi and 
Bihbihani as contrary to Islamic law's sanction of private property. When 
the issue was revived by the government in 1962 leading ayatullahs such as 
Gulpaigani, Khwansaii, Hakim, Ma/ashi-Najafi, Tunakabuni, and Amuli 
continued to oppose it. Ayatullah Shari'atmadari, who was favorable to 
distribution of vaqf land to peasants, and Taliqani, who claimed that the 
landlord-jpeasant relationship had no basis in Islamic law, were in a distinct 
minority.^ 

By early 1963, however, with the receding significance of the National 
Front and secular opposition, and the emergence of new leadership among 
the ulama after Burujirdi's death, the ulama were thrust into positions of 
leadership in a diffuse struggle agamst the shah. While conservative ulam a 
continued to oppose the land reform, and liberal democratic ulama such as 
Shari'atmadari and Milani were not against land reform but wanted the 
shah to rule constitutionally through a majlis, a new radical ciirrent led by 
Khumaini, with support from Taliqani and others broadened the issue by 
opposing the shah's autocracy and corruption, and ties to foreigners that 
were exploiting the country. One regressive demand on which many ulama 
agreed was opposition to women's suffrage. Thus most of the ulama came 
together to oppose the shah, though for widely varying reasons. The most 
outspoken of the ulama in late 1962 and early 1963 was the rising figure of 
Khumaini: 

He denounced the regime for living off corruption, rigging elections, violating 
the constitutioricd laws, stifling the press and the political parties, destroying 
the independence of the university, neglecting the economic needs of mer¬ 
chants, workers, and peasants, undermining the country's Islamic beliefs, 
encouraging gharbzadegi—indiscriminate borrowing from the West—grant¬ 
ing "capitulations" to foreigners, selling oil to Israel, and constantly expanding 
the size of the central bureaucracies.^ 


Ulama confrontation with the state came to a head in the spring and s umm er 
of 1963. The government passed its referendum on the White Revolution 
reforms decisively in late January, despite National Front calls for a boycott 
A month later the vote was granted to women. Around New Year's (March 
21), ulama-led demonstrations in several cities, especially Qum where the 
main seminary is located, resulted in serious clashes with state security 
forces, with many casualties. Tension rose to a fever pitch as the Islamic 
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mourning days of Muharram approached in early June. Khiunaini contin¬ 
ued to denounce the shah's tyranny, collaboration with Israel, and subor¬ 
dination to the United States. On June 4, the tenth of Muharram anniversary 
of the seventh-century Shi'i Imam Husain's martyrdom, Khumaini and 
Ayatullah Qumi were arrested before dawn, charged with planning distur¬ 
bances. Their arrest certainly led to demonstrations, which began that day 
and affected Tehran, Qum, Tabriz, Shiraz, Isfahan, Mashhad, and Kashan. 
Protests were centered in the bazaar areas. According to Katouzian, "small 
traders, shopkeepers and artisans, students, workers, the unemployed, and 
political activists" participated.^ Though the shah is said to have wavered, 
prime minister 'Alam ordered General Uvaisi to fire on the crowds; total 
casualties over several days were estimated at less than ninety by the 
government, but several thousand by observers. Martial law, mass arrests, 
and a niunber of executions further quelled the continuation of the move¬ 
ment Khiunaini was released from prison in August, kept under house 
arrest from October 1963 to May 1964 for demanding a boycott of elections, 
and exiled to Turkey in November 1964 for denouncing the granting of 
diplomatic immimity to American military personnel. 

In analyzing these events, certain similarities with the 1977-79 revolution 
may be noted, as well as some key differences. The similarities lie mainly in 
the background to each uprising—an economic downturn preceded each, 
and the shah, with American prompting, responded with reforms. After 
this, however, patterns diverged. The state controlled events in 1961-63, 
reacting to its challengers more adroitly than in 1978. The economic down¬ 
turn was reversed by 1962, muting the grievances that would be expressed 
in 1963. By making the fairly popular notion of a land reform its own, the 
state undercut the National Frontis demands and made the ulama lookmore 


reactionary. Nor was the United States a strong focus of resentment in 1963, 
having encouraged the land reform and not yet received the immimity for 
its personnel which came a year later. The state, then, responded with 


seemingly effective reform programs, in addition to the massive repression 
of June 1963. 


By then the populist alliance was no longer strong or united. The 
working class had engaged only in scattered strikes in 1961-62 and no 
general strike occurred in 1963. Maliki's socialists were spumed by the 
National Front, and the Tudeh had been virtually destroyed inside the 
country in the 1950s. The National Front and ulama did not work together, 
divided on the issues of land reform and votes for women. Nor did they 
have a well-articulated political culture of opposition to draw on at this 
point, with demands stopping well short of the overthrow of the regime or 
stmctural economic changes. The protest movement was neither sustained 
nor widespread as a result; reforms divided and confused the opposition, 
repression crushed the leadership and discouraged its social base. 
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In terms, then, of diagram 9.1, dependent capitalist development was not 
far advanced, state repression was somewhat mitigated by reforms, and 
political cultures of opposition were weaker and less articulated. Thus when 
the world-system opening (U.S. pressure for reforms) and internal economic 
downturn occurred in 1960-61, the multi-class alliance did not swing into 
gear. The result was an uprising rather than a revolutionary rupture. These 
factors would be arrayed rather differently by the mid-1970s, as dependent 
development sharpened class grievances and made the United States and 
shah more vulnerable targets. The interim period also witnessed the elabo¬ 
ration of several potent political cultures of opposition, notably radical 
varieties of Islam and Marxist guerrilla groups. These developments then 
set the stage for the Iranian revolution. 


The New Multi-Qass Populist Alliance Emerges 

The articulation of new political cultures of opposition to the shah in the 
1970s provides a crucial element in the making of the Iranian revolution. 
The emergence of a new version of the populist multi-class alliance can be 
discerned through study of the several cultures of opposition, the organi¬ 
zations that espoused them, and the underlying grievances of classes and 
groups that fed them. My hope is to fashion a truly dialectical account of 
social change, bringing together economics and culture to explain politics. 

Several social scientists have provided useful clues for the study of 
Iranian Shi'ism. Thus anthropologists Michael Fischer and Henry Mtmson 
bid us to look at Islam as a symbolic structure that generates meanings for 
people, consisting of a language with various inflections (determined by 
class or social status), an ethos telling people how they should act, and a 
world view capable of providing answers to human problems.^^ Another 
general approach is SkocpoTs stress on a historically grounded analysis of 
both organization—the loose but effective network of ulama—and belief— 
especially symbols of opposition and resistance to domestic tyranny and 
foreim domination—as resources that were mobilized to make the revolu- 
tion.32 Each of these perspectives is consonant with my own, which sees 
political cultures of opposition as generated by the efforts of numerous 
actors and groups of actors to interpret their political economic situation in 
light of the existing cultural elements available to them, and to refashion 
ideology and culture to bring these into line with their lived experience. 
This grants considerable autonomy to the domain of culture both as a filter 
of experience and forum of struggle, and also links it to the political and 
economic dimensions of society. In the case of Iran, this led to several 
varieties of Islamic political culture and discourse—Khumaini's militant 
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Islam, 'Ali Shari'ati's radical Islam, iiie liberal Islam of Mehdi Bazargan, and 
the Liberation Movement of Iran—^as well as the secular political cultures 
of liberal-nationalist constitutionalism and Marxism, embodied in the Na¬ 
tional Front and the guerrilla groups. 

Ayatullah Ruhullah Musavi Khumaini (1902-1989) emerged as the undis¬ 
puted leader of the Iranian revolution in the course of 1978. Though 
politically aware and critical of the government for much of his adult Ufe, 
the 1963 events marked a turning point in his opposition to the regime's 
despotism and American power in Iran. In speeches against the majlis 
decision to grant American personnel diplomatic immunity in 1964 he 
stated: 


Until recently, the British enslaved the Moslem nations; now they are under 
American bondage.... 

Large capitalists from America are pouring into Iran to enslave our people in 
the name of the largest foreign investment... This is the result of the political 
and economic exploitation by the West on the one hand... and the submission 
of the regime to colonialism on the other.... The regime is bent on destroying 
Islam and its sacred laws. Only Islam and the Ulama can prevent the onslaught 
of colonialism.^^ 

Khumaini rose in stature as a result of his opposition in 1963-64 and 
subsequent exUe to Iraq. His 1971 work Vilayat-i Ftujih: Hukurmt-i Islami 
(Guidance by Religious Experts: Islamic Government) wrought an ideolog¬ 
ical revolution in that it directly challenged the legitimacy of monarchy and 
advocated rule by qualified Islamic jurists. Arguing iiiat "Islam knows 
neither monarchy nor dynastic succession,"^ Khumaini went on to the 
justification of Islamic authority: 

The Islamic government we want will be constitutional and not despotic. But 
it will be constitutional not in the usual sense of the term—that laws will be 
made by an elected parliament It will be constitutional in that the state will 
strictly observe the rules and regulations laid down in the Koran, in the Sunna, 
and in the Islamic shari'a ... 

Since the rule of Islam is the rule of law, only the jurists, and no one else, should 
be in charge of the government They are the ones who can undertake what 
the Prophet intended. They ctre the ones who can govern as God ordered.... 

The jurist should have authority over the state administration and over the 
machinery for spreading justice, providing security, and dispensing just social 
relations. The jurist possesses the knowledge to ensure the people's liberty, 
independence, and progress.^^ 



The Making of the Iranian Revolution and After, 1977-1991 


369 


Abrahamian notes that these views of Khumaini's were not widely known 
or disseminated outside theological circles in the 1970s. Instead, IQiumaini 
criticized the regime for its corruption, arms expenditures, relations with 
the West, neglect of agriculture, creation of shantytowns, phony elections, 
and violations of the constitution. He promised Islamic solutions to aU these 
problems, but in a general and unspecified manner.^ 

The result was a militant oppositional stance toward the shah and 
Western influence in Iran, which Keddie and Moghadam have character¬ 
ized as "populist" for its combination of progressive and traditional ele¬ 
ments and its appeal to diverse social strata. Though Khumaini's primary 
social base was among lower-rank ulama, theology students, bazaar mer¬ 
chants, and artisans, his anti-imperialism attracted secular intellectuals, 
leftists, and workers as well, and his religious idiom was popular among the 
urban and rural marginal populations whom he extolled as the mustazafin 
(the dispossessed masses).^^ The uncompromising consistency of his oppo¬ 
sition while in exUe, his personal piely, simplicity, and austere life-style, and 
the political astuteness of the issues he made his own, further helped 
Khumaini emerge as the dominant leader of the opposition as the revolu¬ 
tion unfolded. He was given crucial organizational support through the 
existence of a network of his former students inside and outside Iran, 
including ayatullahs Husain Muntazari, Muhammad Bihishti, Murtaza 
Mutahhari, Muhammad Javad Bahunar, Sadiq KhaUchaU, and Anvari, and 
hojjat al-islams (a lower theological rank than ayatullah) 'Ali Akbar 
Hashimi-Rafsanjani and 'Ali Khaminihi. Most of these were members of the 
Ruhaniyan-i Mubariz (Organization of Militant Ulama), formed by the late 
1960s/early 1970s to preach and spread Khumaini's messages. In all, 
Khumaini had educated hundreds of individuals who rose in the ranks of 
the ulama over the many years he taught in Iran up to 1965. The resumption 
of Iranian pilgrimages to the Shi'i shrine cities of Iraq in 1976 facilitated 
communications and the distribution of resources for the struggle. When 
the revolution broke out in 1978, then, Khumaini was prepared with a 
militant ideology and resilient organization to eventually assume the lead¬ 
ership of it^ 

'Ali Shari'ati (1933-1977) is considered, along with Khumaini, the chief 
ideologue of the Iranian revolution. Brought up by a politically aware and 
devout father in the more open atmosphere of 1941-53, he went in 1960 to 
the Sorbonne on a fellowship, where he studied sociology, history, and 
literature, and was influenced by Fanon, Sartre, and the Algerian revolu¬ 
tion. Returning to Iran in 1964, he taught high school English and then 
history at the University of Mashhad, but was suspended in 1971 for his 
politics. He then went permanently to Tehran where he had already been 
giving vastly popular lectures at tiie Husainiya-i Irshad, an institution 
associated with the Liberation Movement of Iran. Between 1972 and 1977 
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he was harassed, imprisoned for eighteen months and later kept under 
house arrest Finally he was allowed to go to England, where he died in 
June 1977, possibly of a heart attack, or, as was widely believed, the victim 
of SAVAK foul play.^® Shari'ati's work as a whole can be characterized as 
an attempt to construct a radical, activist Islam informed by politics and 
sociological analysis. He distinguished revolutionary Shi'ism (the religion 
of Imam 'Ali in the seventh century) from official state Shi'ism (what he 
called "Safavid Shi'ism"), thereby clearly differentiating the few opposi¬ 
tional clerics from the many quietist ulama who accepted the monarchy. In 
a similar vein he refashioned the Karbala paradigm of the martyrdom of 
'Ali's son Husain into a theology of liberation extolling mass struggle 
against injustice and heroic sacrifice for an ideal, arguing: "Islam's most 
basic tradition is mariyrdom, and human activity, mixed with a history of 
struggle against oppression and establishment of justice and protection of 
human rights."^ This laid more groundwork for making the already emo¬ 
tionally-charged month of Muharram a period of powerful potential for 
political expression. 

Shari'ati also combatted Western political cultural influence on Iran, 
including cultural borrowing, bourgeois democracy, and to some degree, 
Marxism, holding up his revolutionary version of Islam as a comprehensive 
world view superior to all of these. The responsibility of the intellectual was 
to identify the ills of his or her society and suggest solutions in keeping 
with its culture, which in Iran meant Islam. Thus poverty, foreign cultural 
and economic domination, and internal tyranny are to be condemned.^^ 
While Marxism too was seen as a product of the West, there is also Shari'ati's 
admiration for Fanon, Sartre, and Che Guevara while in Paris, and before 
that, his affiliation along with his father in the Movement of God-Fearing 
Socialists. He recognized Marxism's utility for understanding society and 
history, but felt Islam held the answers to the problems thus identified.^ 
He placed more faith in critical and independent intellectuals than dogmatic 
Marxists or status-quo ulama. Western democracy too was criticized as 
corrupt and unsuited to Iran; more vaguely than Khiunaini, Shari'ati called 
for an Islamic government—a kind of popular, but "directed" democracy. 
Denying the ulama the exclusive right to rule, he yet foreshadowed 
Khumaini's leadership by holding that the commimity should choose a 
leader and invest him with substantial power.^^ 

In terms of a social base for these ideas, Shari'ati served as a bridge from 
Khumaini and the ulama to university students and intellectuals, and 
through them to other urban classes such as workers, urban marginals, and 
migrants. He also inspired the Mujahidin guerrilla group's revolutionaiy 
Islam. During the revolutionary year of 1978 his "books" (transcriptions of 
his many lectures) were sold openly in the university and bazaar, and his 
portrait appeared on walls and in demonstrations wiA a frequency second 
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only to Khumaini's. Slogans taken from his writings—"The martyr is the 
heart of history!", "Every day is 'Ashura; every place is Karbala!"—^were 
inscribed on banners in the street processions.^ Even more than Khumaini, 
Shari'ati was the main intellectual force behind the revolution. 

Though not as influential within the mass movement as Khumaini and 
Shari'ati, the liberal ulama and lay thinkers associated with the Liberation 
(or Freedom) Movement of Iran (Nahzat-i Azadi- 5 d Iran) did fashion a new 
political culture in the 1960s and 1970s which had repercussions during the 
revolution, including the rise of one of its founders, Mehdi Bazargan, to the 
prime ministership in 1979. This variant of Islam may be characterized as 
possessing liberal, constitutionalist, and nationalist strains. Bom in 1907, 
Bazargan headed the oil nationalization committee in 1951 and was close to 
Mussadiq. As early as 1962 Bazargan advocated democratic stmggle against 
corrupt government by an Islamically informed and motivated populace. 
He is regarded as the founder of Islamic modernism in Iran, based on the 
compatibility of Islam and scientific rationality, and the continuing rele¬ 
vance of Islam to the problems of contemporary society. He thus admired 
Western science and certain social ideals such as democracy and humanism 
but felt that Islam was in accord with these and must guide politics. He also 
envisioned a role for leadership by the highest-ranking of the ulama: 

The people reqiaire of him that he should be like 'Ali, albeit at a lower level; 
learned and informed; amanreadyfor the fray,afighter; a brave and eloquent 
speaker; a good judge of people; a man who could win the people and carry 
them with him; an active man who could provide for the needs of his family; 
a capable administrator; an honest man, wholly committed to God; a leader, 
well versed in the affairs of religion and the world and in theoretical and 
practical matters: a man of action cis well as words.^ 

We may see in these views of the early 1960s an almost uncanny foreshad¬ 
owing of Khumaini's later appeal. 

The Liberation Movement of Iran was founded in 1961 by Bazargan 
along with Sayyid Mahmud Taliqani (1910-1979) and YaduUah Sahabi. 
Taliqani's works included praise for the Constitutional revolution, democ¬ 
racy, and socialism within a devout Islamic framework. On economic sys¬ 
tems he wrote that Islam did not justify landownership absolutely and that 
people's needs should also be met Politically, he wanted to bring progres¬ 
sive ulama and secular forces together, thereby overcoming the wealmess 
and divisions of the Mussadiq era.^® Also within the ideological purview of 
the Liberation Movement (though not formal members) were Ayatullah 
Kazim Shari'atmadari (bom 1905) and the lay economist Abul Hassan Bani 
Sadr (born 1933/34). Just as Taliqani was to the left of Bazargan, 
Shari'atmadari was a moderate but staunch constitutionalist to his right. 
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with a major following in his native province of Azarbaijan. Bani Sadr's 
several books on Islamic government and economics criticize the Pahlavi 
d)masty as well as quietist ulama, cautioning against personality cults of all 
kinds, and condemning class inequalities. Politically on the left, he is 
perhaps classifiable as a right-wing democratic socialist or a left social 
democrat, within an Islamic framework.^ 

The Liberation Movement was banned in 1963 but continued to exist 
underground and especially abroad. Its social base was similar to that of its 
secular counterpart, the National Front—^the middle strata of merchants, 
civil servants, students, professionals. Further left, Taliqani personally in¬ 
spired the Mujahidin guerrillas and was imprisoned for his support of Aem 
in mid-1977. Led by religious lay persons, Ihe Liberation Movement served 
as a conduit between religious and secular political cultures. Of the exiles 
who headed its North American branch in the 1970s, several returned to 
Iran to assume posts in the Bazargan post-revolutionary government: Dr. 
Ibrahim Yazdi became foreign minister, Mustafa Chamran defence minister, 
Sadiq Qutbzadeh minister of National Iranian Radio and Television, and 
'Abbas Amir Intazam deputy prime minister.^ Bani Sadr would later be¬ 
come the first president of the Islamic Republic. 

Alongside these militant, radical, and liberal variants of Islamic political 
culture there also grew up secular political cultural trends and opposition 
forces. Under this disparate heading may be grouped certain intellectuals, 
writers, and the scattered remnants of the National Front and Tudeh Party. 
The range of thinking here, from liberal nationalism to forms of Marxism, 
is well represented in the works of Jalal Al-i Ahmad (1923-1969) and Samad 
Behrangi (1939-1968). Al-i Ahmad's most important legacy is the 1961 ex¬ 
tended essay Gharbzadigi (variously translated as "Westoxication," 
"Westomania," "West-Struckness" or "Occidentosis"). In this essay he at¬ 
tacked the cultural imperialism and technological superiority of the West 
and Iranian intellectuals' acquiescence to it: "My main contention is that we 
have not been able to preserve our own original cultural identity in the face 
of invasion by the machine, but have in fact given way to it completely."^^ 
To a certain degree this prefigured Shari'ati's search for an authentic Iranian 
response to the West, as did Al-i Ahmad's turn to Islam toward the end of 
his life, ambivalently described in the diary of his 1964 p ilgrima ge to Mecca. 
His audience was among committed but politically searching or disaffected 
intellectuals and university students. Samad Behrangi represented a new 
generation of committed intellectuals. A village school teacher from 
Azarbaijan, he too criticized cultural domination by the West but from a 
fully secular standpoint—^Iran's intellectuals were too bourgeois, too sub¬ 
servient to America; the educational system was geared for urban middle 
class students and entirely inappropriate for village children. His writing 
was popular, down-to-ea^, socially conscious, and critical of the powers 



The Making of the Iranian Revolution and After, 1977-1991 


373 


that be, urging resistance to the oppressive conditions that he depicted. 
Using the folktale form to evade the censor, his world-famous short story 
The Little Black Fish is a chronicle of self-discovery, exploration of one's 
surroundings, resistance to evil and cruel authorities, and solidarity with 
one's fellow strugglers. Behrangi, who died under somewhat clouded 
circumstances at age twenty-nine while swimming in the strong Aras River, 
inspired left-wing students above all, including members of the Iranian 
Students Association abroad, and the Fada'ian guerrilla organization car¬ 
ried his picture in the revolution's demonstrations and put it on their 
posters.™ Other intellectuals opposed the dictatorship in their Ufe and 
writing, including the pla)nvright Ghulam Husain Sa'idi and the critic Reza 
Baraheni. Dozens of them were active in the associations of writers, poets, 
and others that initiated the protests in the faU of 1977. 

This brings us to the organizations that loosely drew on these currents 
to oppose the regime. The National Front was inactive as such between 1963 
or so and December 1977when it announced its re-formation. Already a pale 
shadow of its 1950-53 peak, it disintegrated further when the 1960-63 
movement collapsed. Some members carried on imderground.^^ More seri¬ 
ously repressed by the regime were the remnants of the Tudeh Party, which 
existed primarily in exile from 1953 to 1978, claiming 38,000 members abroad 
in East and West Europe and North America. Inside Iran, several hundred 
were arrested between 1964 and the early 1970s, SAVAK managed to infil¬ 
trate some cells, and several splits occurred, leading to considerable disillu¬ 
sionment with the party by others on the left Its networks abroad did 
however tty to organize against the regime, while in 1978, it proved to have 
some supporters in the factories and particularly in the oil sector. Its political 
positions included support for the Soviet Union, calls for a democratic 
republic, a real land reform, rejection of violence, and support for progres¬ 
sive clergy, especially Khumaini.®^ 

The repression of the Tudeh and demise of the National Front in the 
1960s and 1970s produced something of a vacuum on the left and secular 
side of the populist alliance, which would be filled by the emergence of 
guerrilla groups, Islamic and Marxist From the mid-1960s onwards, a num¬ 
ber of small groups operated briefly or for longer periods; towering above 
them all in numbers of members lost, organizational capacity, and popular 
stature were the Islamic Mujahidin and the Marxist Fada'ian organizations. 
The Mujahidin-i Khalq (People's Crusaders) was founded in the mid-1960s 
by former members of the Liberation Movement dissatisfied with the strat¬ 
egy of peaceful struggle. Almost all were young students or graduates in 
technical disciplines in Isfahan, Shiraz, and Tabriz, as well as Tehran, who 
at first met in small groups to study the guerrilla experiences of Algeria, 
Vietnam, and the Palestinians. Some trained with the PLO in Jordan. In 
August 1971 they began military operations to coincide with the shah's 



374 


The Making of the Iranian Revolution and After, 1977-1991 


2500th anniversary of the monarchy. In the 1970s they assassinated Ira nian 
General Tahiri, six American colonels, and others. Ideologically the 
Mujahidin began with the Liberation Movement's congruence of Islam and 
scientific rationality, linking true Islam with revolutionary activity. By 1973 
a pamphlet declared their respect for Marxism and argued that imperialism 
presented a common enemy for Muslims and Marxists. In 1975 an internal 
split occurred with a Tehran-based faction emerging (later known as 
Paykar—"Combat") and a provincial Islamic one influenced by Shari'ati 
retaining the name Mujahidin. The Marxist group sought to work with 
other left forces and conduct political as well as military actions. In all, the 
Islamic Mujahidin lost seventy-three members, the Marxists thirty after 
1975, including almost all of the original leadership.®^ 

The Fada'ian-i Khalq (People's Devotees) also grew out of several study 
groups in the mid-1960s and were similarly dissatisfied with the Tudeh's 
lack of armed struggle and cognizant of the difficulties of organizing the 
working class in conditions of state repression. Most early members were 
university students in the social sciences and humanities; later a few work¬ 
ers joined. On February 8,1971, after a member was arrested, they attacked 
a police outpost in the Gilan forests at Siakhal. Later they assassinated 
several SAVAK, police, and military personnel, as well as an indust rialis t 
involved in a massacre of workers. Like the Mujahidin their strategy was 
essentially one of guerrilla actions by small groups designed to build 
momentum for a wider uprising. Also like the Mujahidin, in 1975-77 they 
split into two groups, one moving closer to the Tudeh and political organ¬ 
izing, the other remaining more guerrilla-oriented. The Iranian Student 
Association in the United States was pro-Fada'ian and had at least 5,000 
members and many more supported in the 1970s. In Iran, the Fada'ian lost 
172 members in the 1970s, seven of whom, including the theorist Bizhan 
Jazani, were murdered in prison.®^ The overall impact of these two major 
guerrilla organizations—the Mujahidin and the Fada'ian—^was to imbue 
many students and intellectuals, and some workers, with Marxist and 
revolutionary ideals, to suggest the vulnerability of the regime to a certain 
degree, and to create a nucleus of armed members who would be available 
during the final uprising of February 1979. 

These, then were the political cultures of opposition available to the 
major social classes and groups affected by dependent development in the 
course of the 1970s. It will be useful here to briefly recapitulate the impact 
of political-economic processes in shaping the grievances and attitudes of 
the key actors in the revolution that was brewing. While many—perhaps 
most—ulama remained quietist and conservative, a new generation that 
was more progressive and modem in outlook emerged. Moreover, almost 
all the ulama had some grievance against the government, over the latter's 
control of education, law, welfare, and vaqf properties, the imposition of 
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urban development at the expense of the bazaar, sending of a religious corps 
into the countryside, unilateral installation of a monarchic calendar, super¬ 
vision of theological publications, or changes in the family law. The deep 
cuts in subsidies to the ulama in 1977 were widely felt and resented. 
Coupled with this came repression in the form of numerous arrests and a 
few cases of torture and murder of oppositional ulama. Despite this on¬ 
slaught, the ulama retained some valuable resources, collecting the religious 
taxes especially in the bazaar, running mosques and meeting halls, operat¬ 
ing seminaries, setting up Islamic societies and libraries in universities and 
in the provinces. Shocked at the moral decay of society, some went as 
preachers into the shanty-towns and organized prayer meetings, funeral 
processions, and passion plays, all of which laid groundwork for further 
mobilization when the time came.®^ 

The educated middle class—^the intelligentsia in its broad sense—grew 
with the processes of urbanization, industrialization, and expansion of the 
state and education. Intellectuals were needed by the state, but in their 
capacity as critics they often came to oppose it too. Teachers, technicians, 
skilled workers, office clerks all grew in number, but received no political 
rights or responsibilities. Many wanted democratization, greater participa¬ 
tion in society, and social reforms. Others, following Al-i A hmad and 
Shari'ati, turned to Islam. Students, including those abroad, were particu¬ 
larly likely to be radical in outlook, both from a left-wing and an Islamic 
point of view. Writers, poets, lawyers, and other professional groups 
emerged in the mid- to late 1970s and would touch off the revolution in the 
fall of 1977.56 

The same processes of dependent development had expanded the size of 
the working class. Scattered strikes began to occur in the late 1960s and early 
1970s. There were at least twenty-five major strikes from 1974 to 1976, 
ending with a combination of repression and concessions, arrests, and pay 
raises. Wages rose but grievances remained—difficult working conditions, 
political repression of the labor movement, a deteriorating mban environ¬ 
ment, inflation, and in 1977, growing unemployment as recession set in. 
Radical ideas were particularly prevalent among northern workers in GUan 
and Mazandaran with their history of opposition and organization. Work¬ 
ing class culture more commonly was an amalgam of religious beliefs and 
an intuitive imderstanding based on the experience of exploitation. Many 
may have aspired to own their own shop or small business, but the politick 
economy of dependent development ensured that few could realize this 

ideal.57 

The merchants and artisans of the bazaar, while distinct classes and 
stratified internally, shared broad common grievances by the 1970s. Each 
more than half a million strong, they clung tenaciously to their niches in 
the new political economy as foreign imports and Iranian manufactures 
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sought alternative distribution outlets and partially replaced them. The 
state discriminated against them with its credit and oil policies, controlled 
the guilds, and blamed the bazaar for inflation in the harsh anti-profiteering 
campaign of 1975-76, which led to thousands of arrests and fines. The shah 
and foreign capital were thus clearly perceived as threats to their livelihood, 
and the bazaar classes fought back by retaining their own information 
networks, banking systems, religious discussion groups, and traditions of 
social solidarity. They funded the ulama heavily to pursue similar projects. 
Merchants, by virtue of their higher class position, were not revolutionary 
in outlook, while artisans often aspired only to become masters of their own 
shops. But both would furnish the backbone of the pro-Khumaini move¬ 
ment, responding to his populist religious idiom and contributing sigiufi- 
cant organizational and rinancial resources to the revolution.®® 

Turning now to the most oppressed classes in Iranian society, the ranks 
of the urban marginals swelled into the millions in the 1970s, and while 
wages rose and job opportunities were created, especially in the construc¬ 
tion sector, the urban underclasses faced insuperable difficulties of low 
incomes, abominable housing, malnutrition, slim educational chances, and 
the like. The construction sector entered arecessionin 1976-77, so just when 
the cost of living took off, jobs became even scarcer. Shanty-town dwellers 
were often quite religious in outlook, in contact with the local mosque and 
muUa, organized in their own religious circles, and provided for their own 
mutual solidarity. Though they might see secular oppositionists as intellec¬ 
tual egg-heads and kravath ("tie-wearers"), their chUdren were sometimes 
radicalized in the educational system, where some became leftists and 
others followers of Shari'ati's radical Islam. They themselves were painfully 
cognizant of the great inequalities in urban social structure, and resentment 
toward the wealthy, and above all the shah, naturally grew. When the state 
tried to evict them from their shanties in 1977, sliun dwellers fought back 
in actions that took their place as part of the early signs of the revolution.®^ 
Peasants and tribespeople were, as in the past, marginalized economi¬ 
cally but faced barriers to political participation—the khans' authority over 
tribespeople, persistence of landed power and the state's new control in the 
coimtryside, the scattered locations of rural communities, coupled with 
illiteracy, poverty, and other factors worked against both groups. Peasants 
did develop considerable complaints against the state, however, as the land 
reform failed to deliver better lives for the majority of tenants and landless 
families. Hostility and passive resistance to auAority permeated many 
villages. Iran's seven million settled and nomadic tribespeople developed 
their own grievances in terms of forced settlement policies, military repres¬ 
sion, the spread of capitalist production relations, growing poverty, and 
linguistic and ethnic discrimination. There is some evidence of growing 
class consciousness within tribes as well. Fiulher, those rural people of both 
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classes who migrated to the cities in such large numbers became part of the 
tirban marginal classes, sharing both their situation and the responses to it. 
Both in villages and urban slums, the peasantry were religious (but often 
cynical about the ulama), desirous of education, and bitter at the state and 
upper classes' monopolization of wealth and power. Such feelings were 
particularly common among youth.^ 

Out of the complex encounter of the political cultures elaborated 
above—^militant, rascal, and liberal Islam, secular liberalism and Marx¬ 
ism—and the classes and social groups just discussed—^ulama, intelligen¬ 
tsia, workers, merchants, artisans, urban marginals, and rural 
classes—emerged a new version of Iran's historic populist alliance. This 
coalition then touched off a world-historical revolutionary movement in 
1977. 


The Course of Events 


Starting in about 1975 and deepening in the course of 1976-77 came the 
first major econoiruc downswing of the shah's White Revolution since the 
early 1960s. Just as the 1973-78 investment plan was being revised upwards 
by 89 percent after the OPEC price increases of 1973-74, the oil boom burst 
when world demand contracted in 1975 due to a recession caused in part 
by the high price of oil itself. In Iran, iirflation was fueled by the great 
amounts of oil revenues that had poured into the economy since 1973. 
Housing costs reached exorbitant levels as foreigners came to Iran and 
speculators raised prices while migrants swelled urban populations. Food 
imports and agricultural failure also pushed up bills. This rise in the cost of 
living, from 9.9 percent in 1975 to 16.6 percent in 1976 and 25.1 percent in 
1977, squeezed any real gains from the wage increases that were being 
won.®^ 


By mid-1977 a recession was in full swing, compounded by prime minis¬ 
ter Amuzigaris deflationary policies. Iran was forced to borrow again from 
Western banks to cover a $2 billion operating deficit Budgets were cut, 
contracts were cancelled, building projects were scaled down or deferred. 
Oil output reached a plateau as Iran refused to sell at Saudi Arabia's lower 
prices. Imports slowed as well. It should be noted that in some respects this 
was more a relative slowdown in growth than an absolute decline. Thus 
Halliday argues that 1977 saw a slowdown or a recession rather than an 
actual economic crisis. The non-oil industrial growth rate, for example, 
dropped from 14.1 percent in 1976i/77 to 9.4 percent in 1977/78. There was 
however areal fallin private sector investmentinmachinery and equipment 
of 6.8 percent (the first since 1969), and agriculture declined by 0.8 percent. 
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Meanwhile, inflation took its bite and unemployment became serious at 9.1 
percent by 1977-78 (it had been only one percent in 1974), particularly 
affecting the construction sector's jobs for the working and marginal 
classes. The closing of some factories and bankruptcies among merchants 
hurt employment further, with capital flight burgeoning to $2 billion. 1977, 
too, was the year stipends to the ulama were cut These negative economic 
trends would continue on into 1978, as protests grew into revolution.^^ 
Simultaneously with this economic recession, the shah's regime was 
experimenting with a slight liberalization of the political atmosphere. In 
hopes of relieving middle-class demands for participation, and imder pres- 
sxure from international human rights groups and the new Carter adminis¬ 
tration, the shah began to tolerate a certain amount of criticism and tone 
down a few of the most overt excesses of his police state. Some 357 political 
prisoners were amnestied, torture was "reduced," the Red Cross visited 
twenty prisons, and new laws restricted military courts somewhat Society's 
response soon went further than anticipated, a sign of the degree of com¬ 
pression of social forces from 1953 to 1977. A series of open letters were 
addressed to the government from prominent individuals and groups of 
intellectuals calling for implementation of the constitution, extension of 
human rights and civil liberties, free elections and press freedoms; none 
were published in Iran, but they circulated from hand to hand. During the 
spring and summer of 1977, the National Front, Liberation Movement of 
Iran, Tudeh Party, Fada'ian, and Mujahidin all agitated publicly. In June 
and August Tehran slum dwellers protested forcible evictions and a number 
of people were killed in pitched battles with security forces. In the latter 
month, there were several cases of crowds forming—often high school 
students—^near the Tehran bazaar to protest food prices and shortages. 
Arson incidents in 130 factories dotted the months from July to October.®^ 
SAVAK became more active again in the fall, harassing and beating 
dissidents (now easier to identify), and resuming secret military tribunals. 
The death of Khumaini's son Mustafa under mysterious circiunstances in 
Iraq was also attributed to SAVAK Meanwhile, however, associations of 
teachers, merchants, writers, lawyers, and theology students were formed. 
In mid-October a series of "cultural nights" was organized by poets and 
writers at the Goethe Institute in Tehran. These grew over ten days from 
3,000 to 15,000 participants who occupied the surroxmding streets to listen 
to verses in praise of freedom, turning the occasions into demonstrations 
against censorship. A month later thousands attended poetry nights at 
Aryamehr University, on the last of which clashes occurred with the police, 
who killed one student and wounded seventy others. By the beginiung of 
December most of Iran's twenty-two universities were closed or on strike. 
During the month of Muharram (December) Tehran shopkeepers turned 
religious gatherings into demonstrations against government economic 
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policy.^ The year 1977 thus heralded the start of a mass protest, involving 
students, intellectuals, workers, urban marginals, ulama, and bazaaris at 
one point or another. Jimmy Carter's celebrated New Year's toast to the shah 
on Januaiy 1,1978 seems in retrospect a massive misreading of the situation: 
"Iran is an island of stability in one of the more troubled areas of the world. 
This is a great tribute to you. Your Majesty, and to your leadership and to 
the respect, admiration and love which your people give to you."“ A great 
tidal wave of revolution was preparing to engulf die island of stability, 
though few recognized the unmistakable groundsweUs as 1977 ended. 

On January 7,1978 the regime made a major mistake by publishing an 
article in the daily newspaper Ittila'at which slandered Khumaini as of 
Indian origins, a "medieval reactionaiy" with ties to British impe rialism , and 
a writer of youthful love poems with homosexual overtones. Riots broke 
out at the newspaper's Tehran office; more seriously, at Qum on January 9, 
the bazaars and religious seminary closed down and a series of political 
demands were issued. Four to ten thousand people demonstrated in the 
streets and between ten and seventy were killed by police. The revolution 
had produced its first martyrs, and the ulama, led by Shari'atmadari, at¬ 
tacked the government as non-Islamic. The regime responded with a series 
of counter-demonstrations at Qum on January 10, at Tabriz and in cities in 
Khuzistan on Januaiy 18-19, and on the anniversary of the White Revolu¬ 
tion on Januaiy 26, trucking in peasants, civil servants, and students for 
these occasions which were duly reported in the press.^ 

The government was unprepared for the cycle of protests which fol¬ 
lowed at regular forty-day intervals, to commemorate the deaths of martyrs 
according to Islamic mourning ritual. Thus on February 18 there were large 
processions in Qum, Tabriz, Mashhad, and nine other cities in honor of 
those killed on January 9. In Tabriz the police shot a young person, provok¬ 
ing demonstrators to attack banks, liquor stores, pornographic cinemas, and 
Rastakhiz offices—all symbols of the regime and Western influence. The cry 
"Death to the shah!" was first heard on this occasion and the army required 
tanks to regain control of the city two days later with as many as 100 or more 
people dead as a result®^ 

"niese protests continued at regular forty-day intervals throughout the 
spring. On March 28-30 there were demonstrations in as many as fifty-five 
places, which turned violent in several, especially at Yazd, where thousands 
of mourners left the mosque to march on the poUce station and again, up to 
a hundred were killed in a confrontation that was tape-recorded and 
distributed throughout Iran. The government in turn mobilized a counter¬ 
demonstration on April 9 and claimed 300,000 participated. May 6 brought 
demonstrations in Tehran, Shiraz, Isfahan, Tabriz, Qum, Kashan, and 
Jahrum, which continued through May 10, turning violent in some thirty- 
four cities and resulting in 14-80 deaths (by government and opposition 
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estimates, respectively). Perhaps the most shocking scene occurred when 
Imperial guards broke into Shari'atmadari's house in Qum mistaking it for 
that of the more radical Ayatullah Gulpaigani, shooting and killin g one of 
Shari'atmadari's followers, allegedly for refusing to shout "Javid shah!" 
(Long live the shah). This act undoubtedly turned the cautious, moderate 
Shari'atmadari more definitely against the regime. The shah responded 
with apologies to the ayatullah, a media campaign aimed at discrediting the 
protestors, and various pledges to continue the liberalization process.^® 
For a time in June and July it appeared that this strategy may have 
worked, as there was a period of relative quiescence. Already in late May 
the U.S. embassy was reporting hopefully that the number of "incidents" 
had dropped from one or two daily over the past couple of months to just 
three or four weekly. There was a one-day general strike on June 5 in Tehran 
and another in Qum on June 17, but these were peaceful, as was the 
fortieth-day commemoration a few days later. July too passed relatively 
calmly with the shah dropping the anti-profiteering campaign, banning 
pornographic films, replacing the head of SAVAK, and promising "100 
percent free" elections in the future. The economy continued to contract 
however as inflation was brought down and a number of economically 
motivated strikes occurred. The political peace was shattered later in the 
month, too, as police fired on a crowd of mourners in Mashhad killing over 
forty and touching off new mourning ceremonies.^® 

These coincided with the month of Ramazan in August, when dramatic 
new provocations and confrontations erupted. Demonstrations and clashes 
resumed in a number of cities, and on August 10 at Isfahan 50,000 marched 
to protest the arrest of a local religious leader; troops fired on the crowd, 
killing some one hundred people, and martial law was declared there the 
next day. The greatest tragedy of the year to date then followed in Abadan 
on August 19, where over 400 people perished in a fire at the Rex Cinema 
during the showing of an anti-regime film. Though the perpetrators are 
shrouded in some mystery (a 1980 trial pointed to religious extremists but 
both the local police and fire brigades were clearly involved as the former 
barred crowds from opening the doors and the latter arrived four hours too 
late), the regime and SAVAK were widely held responsible by all of Iran. 
Ten thousand mourners shouted "Death to the shah! Bum him\" and forced 
the police from the cemetery. The last ten days of Ramazan saw fifty to 100 
people die in confrontations with police in fourteen cities. The shah re¬ 
sponded to these events by replacing Amuzigar with the marginally more 
pious Ja'far Sharif-Imami as prime minister. Sharif-Imami made a series of 
rapid concessions, mostly wi A a calculated religious appeal—scrapping the 
imperial calendar, dismissing some government officials of the Baha'i faith, 
closing casinos and gambling houses, passing a code to address corruption 
by members of the royal family, and creating a ministry of religious affairs 
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and abolishing that of women's affairs. The shah meanwhile disowned the 
Rastakhiz Party, granted more extensive press freedoms, and promised free 
elections for mid-1979. On August 29 ttie major papers ran large, front-page 
pictures of Khumaini as part of a government overture to open a channel 
to him; the ayatullah refused to respond, as did Shari'atmadaii a few days 

later.70 

The events of September marked the point of no return for the revolu¬ 
tionary process. The fast of Ramazan ended on September 4 with a large 
non-violent procession in Tehran of some 250,000 people, calling for 
Khumaini's return and throwing flowers on watching soldiers. Mass gath¬ 
erings continued until the seventh, when up to a half million people 
demanded an end to the Pahlavi dynasty, throwing out of America, and 
establishment of an Islamic republic. Martial law was declared early the next 
morning, on Friday, September 8. Large crowds had already gathered at 
Jaleh square across from the majlis. When ordered to disperse people sat 
down and bared their chests. Soldiers fired first into the air, then directly 
into the crowd in a massacre. Shooting continued during the day, including 
aerial attacks from helicopters on the southern sliuns. Officially, eighty-six 
people were killed; bodies in the Tehran morgue were assigned numbers 
which reached over 3,000. The event came to be known as Bloody Friday, 
and it marked the declaration of open war between the government and the 
population. The shah arrested hundreds of political figures and declared 
martial law in twelve cities on September 17. From the ninth onward, a series 
of strikes started to spread among the workers in the oil industry. Compro¬ 
mise began to look increasingly unrealistic.^^ 

These strikes continued and widened during October, involving 
oilworkers, government ministries, railway and post office workers, hospi¬ 
tal employees, the press, and workers at numerous factories aU over Iran. 
Demands had become political rather than economic in nature—notably for 
press and political freedoms and the overthrow of the dynasty. Khtunaini 
meanwhile left Iraq for Paris on October 6, where he had at his disposal far 
more powerful mass media—direct phone links to Iran, cassette tapes, the 
world print media, and BBC radio coverage—vastly enhancing his capacity 
to communicate with the Iranian people. The government continued to mix 
concessions with repression, but met with fewer takers for the former, 
which were hard to consider seriously with troops continuing to kill 
imarmed demonstrators. Later in the month Shari'atmadari moved closer 
to Khumaini's positions, forced by the latter's imwillingness to make a deal 
with the government When the academic year began in late October 
students were able to organize more effectively, closing down classes and 
planning solidarity actions. Oil production fell from 5.7 milli on to 1.5 

million barrels.^2 
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Amidst this atmosphere of growing crisis, both sides intensified pressure 
in November and December. Two days of violent clashes at Tehran Univer¬ 
sity on November 4 and 5 resulted in more deaths. The evening of Novem¬ 
ber 4, Karim Sanjabi of the National Front read a three point declaration of 
agreement with Khumaini that the monarchy was no longer legitimate and 
that the opposition movement demanded anew regime based on principles 
of Islam, democracy, and independence. As clashes continued in south 
Tehran and in the oil centers of the south, the shah announced the forma¬ 
tion of a mUitaiy government under General Ghulam Reza Azhari. Schools 
were closed, newspapers suspended, public gatherings prohibited. Oil 
workers were forced back to work by the army, but production was spo¬ 
radic. Other key strikes in government offices, factories, and elsewhere 
continued, or else similar slowdowns occurred. On November 23 Khumaini 
issued a call for strikes and demonstrations in Muharram (beginning De¬ 
cember 2). On November 29 wildcat strikes resumed in the oil fields and oil 
production began a permanent decline.^ 

December was the decisive month of 1978 for the opposition. Khumaini's 
call for action during the emotionally laden mourning month of Muharram 
was widely heeded. In early December people shouted "AUah-u Akbar!" 
(God is Great!) from their rooftops at night; thousands marched in the white 
shrouds of mart)T:s and over 1,000 were killed in Tehran, Mashhad and 
Qazvin violating the curfew from December 2 to 4. On the two holiest days 
of Tasu'a and 'Ashura huge demonstrations were held, involving two to 
three million people in Tehran, 700,000 (more than the city's population!) in 
Mashhad, 500,000 in Isfahan. At the end of the second day in Tehran a 
seventeen-point manifesto was acclaimed by the crowd calling for the 
abolition of the regime, an end to foreign exploitation, and establishment 
of a just and democratic Islamic state with full rights for minorities, women, 
and exiles. On December 12 Carter reaffirmed his support for the shah, but 
in the next three weeks the govemmenf s tenuous hold over society eroded 
further. Despite army repression and more killing, demonstrations and 
strikes persisted. Oil production fell to 300,000 barrels a day by late Decem¬ 
ber, less than even Iran's internal needs. As the economy shut down, 
American support for the shah wavered, as did his own resolve to continue 
the massacres. When General Azhari suffered a heart attack the shah made 
his decision to depart the country on a "vacation" and appointed Shapur 
Bakhtiar of the National Front prime minister. One year to the day from 
Carter's toast to Iran's stability, a situation of revolutionary dual power was 
coming into effect^^ 

The period of contestation for power between Bakhtiar and the opposi¬ 
tion bore resemblances to the Russian revolution between February and 
November 1917 but in Iran it was compressed into little more than one 
month. The son of a tribal chief, the personally ambitious Bakhtiar was 
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disowned by the National Front when he accepted the prime ministership 
from the sh^, and had little popular appeal. He was confirmed by the majlis 
on Januaiy 3 and announced a series of concessions, including the lifting 
of censor^p, release of most political prisoners, disbanding of SAVAK 
internally, the end of oil sales to South Africa and Israel, and that Iran would 


no longer police the Persian Gulf or purchase anymore arms thannecessaiy. 
He was greeted by continued work stoppages verging on a nationwide 


general strike and a series of large demonstrations on the fifth, eighth, and 
thirteenth, the last involving two million people in thirty cities. Finally, on 
Januaiy 11 it was annoimced that the shah would soon depart the country 
on his vacation. After appointing a regency council on the 13th headed by 
Bakhtiar, Muhammad Reza Shah Pahlavi left Iran for Egypt on January 16 
as crowds went wild with joy. The next day Khumaini announced the 


formation of the Council of the Islamic Revolution from Paris (its members 


were kept secret for a year, but included Bani Sadr, Bazargan, and other 
members of the Liberation Movement, and four students of Khumaini— 


AyatuUahs Bihishti and Mutahhari and Hojjat al-Islams Rafsanjani and 
Bahunar). On Januaiy 19 huge demonstrations of one millio n in Tehran, 
500,000 in Mashhad, and 100,000 in Qum were held. In the Tehran march 


the crowd adopted a historic resolution by acclamation: "We declare the 
Shah to be dethroned and remove him from power, which he and his father 

seized by force- We... demand the establishment in Iran of an Islamic 

order and of a free Islamic Republic."^ A leftist demonstration drew a far 
smaller crowd of 10,000 to the technical university on Januaiy 21, while 
Bakhtiar mustered 100,000 the next day, mostly from the army and upper 
classes. The army occupied the airport on Januaiy 24 to prevent Khumaini's 
return, but after one million people demanded this in Tehran on the 27th, 
it was decided on January 30 to dlow it 

Thus, on Februaiy 1,1979 Khumaini returned triumphantly to Iran after 
13 years abroad. Three to four million people, perhaps the largest crowd in 
world history, lined the streets from the airport to Tehran. On February 5 
Khumaini proclaimed the establishment of a provisional government 
headed by Mehdi Bazargan, to which government employees immediately 
announced their adherence. Complex negotiations were entered into be¬ 
tween Bazargan, the army, and American advisors about a transfer of power 
from Bakhtiar to the provisional government On Februaiy 8 there were 
huge demonstrations, including leftist and air force contingents, with the 
slogan "Khumaini, give us arms." This led to the events culminating in the 
triumph of the revolution over the weekend of Februaiy 9-11. The evening 
of the ninth, the elite Javidan unit of the Imperial Guards attacked the 
Farahabad base of the air technicians who had joined the demonstration 
the day before. The technicians resisted and were soon joined by local 
civilians and armed members of the Fada'ian and Muj^idin guerrilla 
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groups. Fighting continued all day Saturday the tenth and on into Sunday 
with the guerrillas on the offensive, attacking and burning police stations, 
taking a large arsenal, and putting a number of tanks out of commission 
while suffering several hundred casualties. Evin prison and the main army 
garrison were taken on Sunday. The army high command then decided to 
abandon Bakhtiar, who slipped quietly out of the counhy. At 6 p.m. on 
Sunday, February 11, the radio aimounced: "This is the voice of Tehran, the 
voice of true Iran, the voice of the revolution. The dictatorship has come to 
an end."76 


A Theoretical Analysis of the Iranian Revolution 

77te Populist Alliance in the Revolution 

Almost all serious scholars of Iran have noted that a coalition of classes 
made the Iranian revolution. Abrahamian sees this in terms of an alliance 
between traditional middle classes (ulama, merchants) and modem middle 
classes (intelligentsia, students), with workers and lower urban classes 
acting as "battering rams." Keddie views the mass movement as a mobiliza¬ 
tion of the urban poor from Febraary to September 1978, with the middle 
and working classes joining in the fall. Zabih points out that the various 
components had learned that they could not succeed on their own—the 
ulama in 1963, students in their demonstrations, workers through strikes. 
Bashiiiyeh observes that the ulama united with Marxists and liberals to 
overthrow the regime. Ashraf and Banuazizi perceptively break the revo¬ 
lution down into five stages, each with its own actors and modes of stmggle: 
an opening act from June to December 1977 of nonviolent mobilization led 
by students and intellectuals; a second stage of cyclical riots from January 
to July 1978 in which the ulama and bazaar classes became involved; 
followed by a third phase of mass demonstrations in August and September 
with the above plus urban middle and marginal classes; stage four in the 
fall of 1978 carried by mass strikes of blue and white collar workers; and a 
final period of dual sovereignty from December 1978 to February 1979 in 
which all these classes were united against the shah's regime.^ 

The conceptual framework and empirical results of the present study 
suggest that the social forces involved in the revolution constitute another 
instance of Iran's urban, multi-class populist alliance.^® The revolution 
witnessed the largest demonstrations against a government in hiunan 
history and a sustained political general strike that may be considered the 
most successful in working class history. Its massive rate of participation 
made possible its triumph ttirough the thsciplined use of primarily nonvio- 
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lent tactics despite the repression directed against it resulting in an esti¬ 
mated 10-12,000 deaths between January 1978 and February 19797^ The 
analytic strength of the present study rests in not only description of the 
multi-class character of the revolution, but also explanations of how each 
group and class came to participate, and underlying this, a theoretical model 
of how these grievances came about In the context of Iran's class structure, 
ulama, merchants, artisans, intellectuals, workers, and urban marginals 
composed the populist alliance. Peasants and tribespeople had small sup¬ 
porting roles. Women and ethnic minorities such as the Kurds, Azaris, and 
Turkamans cut across class categories to participate. Let us now turn to the 
contributions of each component of this populist alliance during the revo¬ 
lution itself. 

Certain ulama, led by Khumaini, and to a lesser extent the bazaar classes 
of merchants and artisans upon whom they relied for financial support, 
played key roles in the revolution. Khumaini and his circle of former 
students, organized in both loose and formal networks, emerged as crucial 
leaders during 1978 (but not in the fall 1977 actions leading up to the 
revolution). They activated a religious political culture of opposition to 
tyranny and foreign domination, organized the funeral processions that 
kept the movement in motion at regular forty-day intervals, and led the 
largest mass demonstrations of 1978 during Ramazan (August-September) 
and Muharram (December). Despite this prominent involvement by 
Khumaini's students and the younger ulama generally, there were many 
other ulama who took conservative (or neutral) positions during 1978, as 
well as significant differences of opinion between the uncompromising 
Khumaini and other clerical authorities, such as Shari'atmadari, who called 
only for implementation of the constitution and j oined in calling for an end 
to the monarchy only under some pressure from followers of Khumaini.®*^ 
Khumaini himself served an indispensable role in providing a clear, firm 
alternative to the shah and astutely bringing the heterogeneous social 
forces of the populist alliance together under his leadership, including 
leftists, workers, and secular middle classes. His most eager followers came 
from among the merchants and artisans of the bazaar, who provided finan¬ 
cial resources, networks of communication, and participants in many dem¬ 
onstrations. Artisans were active not in their capacity as laborers in small 
workshops, but as part of the urban mass movement and in bazaar actions. 
They were numerically most significant in the series of fourtieth-day pro¬ 
tests in January, Februaty, March, and May 1978, before hundreds of 
thousands got involved.®^ The creative organizational embodiment of 
ulama and bazaar participation in the revolution was the formation of 
Islamic komitehs (committees) in neighborhoods throughout the country in 
the latter part of 1978. Often headed by pro-Khiunaini ulama, these pro¬ 
vided strike support, welfare, food, and security in their local areas. By 
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January and February 1979 the revolutionary komitehs constituted parallel 
governments with economic, political, and military functions. Though 
loosely coordinated and locally rather autonomous, virtually all supported 

Khumaini.®^ 


Along with the ulama the other class that aspired to a leadership role in 
the revolution was the intelligentsia. Writers, poets, journalists, lawyers, 
and teachers initiated the sequence of events leading up to the revolution 
with their open letters, formation of associations, and cultural/poetry read¬ 
ing nights in 1977, campaigning for democratic and human rights. Students 
also were active on their campuses in 1977 and throughout 1978 contributed 
to both the mass demonstrations and general strike. Likewise, civil servants, 
professionals, and employees in the government ministries conducted ef¬ 
fective white collar strikes parallel to those of the factory and oil workers. 
Khumaini was accepted by these groups as the leader of the revolution only 
at a later point (fall 1978), sometimes with considerable reluctance and in a 
critical spirit, as in the case of the Teachers Union. Students and yoimg 
members of the intelligentsia moreover suffered the most casualties relative 
to their size.®® This class was the social base for both the secular liberals of 
the National Front and the leftwing guerrilla organizations. The National 
Front, though small in numbers, played a part in the building of anti-shah 
momentum in the fall of 1978 by refusing to work with the government for 
a reform of the system. Instead, on November 4 it allied with Khiunaini in 
Paris behind a program based on Islam, independence, and democracy. This 
brought many secular intellectuals and the middle classes generally into the 
movement and thereby 2 issured the alliance of both its secular and religious 
components, although it is true that the FronPs leadership role was vitiated 
somewhat as well into that of a junior partner.®^ Intellectuals and students 
were also instrumental in the roles played by the Mujahidin, Fada'ian, and 
Tudeh during the revolution. All of these groups marched in demonstra¬ 
tions, supported the general strike, and were prepared at the end to con¬ 
front the regime militarily. All of these groups, and particularly the Tudeh, 
saw in Khumaini an ardent anti-imperialist and opponent of the regime. 
Nevertheless they also made their own demands, warning Khumaini not to 
monopolize the revolution and calling on the population to resist the 
manipulation of Islam to undermine democracy. Their presence in the 
December 1978 demonstrations with the slogan "Arms to the people!" 
radicalized some participants; from this point on they organized openly, 
distributing pamphlets and newspapers, and recruiting many members, 
especially among the young. Significantly, in the final uprising of February 
9-11,1979 it was above all members of the Fada'ian, Mujahidin, and Tudeh 
who did most of the fighting that led to the collapse of the army and the 
triumph of the revolution.®® 
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Iran's working class also played a pivotal role in the mass movement as 
the initiators of numerous more or less spontaneous strikes which coalesced 
into a general strike by the end of 1978. Strike activity had picked up in 1977 
and the first half of 1978, mostly of an economic nature, contributing to the 
general ferment during the shah's brief liberalization campaign. In the hot 
summer of 1978 strikers began to make more political demands. This new 
trend became apparent in September and October when the oil workers' 
strike began. They were soon joined by commuiucations, transport, bank¬ 
ing, hospital, and industrial workers in the paper, machine tools, tobacco, 
textile, steel, and other sectors. Despite offers of large wage increases, 
workers stayed on strike, while frequently voicing support for Khumaini 
and the growing social movement The strike by Iran's 30,000 or more oil 
workers was determinant; forced back to work by the army in November, 
they went out again in December and stayed out By then all of Iran was 
active in what amounted to a massive political general strike. Oil workers 
said: "We will export oil only when we have exported the shah."®^ Once 
this had been achieved strikes continued, making it impossible for the 
Bakhtiar government to function. There is evidence that many of Iran's 
striking workers admired Khumaini less for religious than political reasons, 
seeing him as resolutely opposed to the shah. The anti-clerical tendency of 
some workers is exemplified by the resignation of M. J. Khatami, leader of 
the oil strikers, in late January 1979 to protest "the dogmatic reactionary 
clergy," "the new form of repression under the guise of religion" and the 
"arbitrary interferences" of Khumaini's envoy in the oil strike. The Marxist 
Fada'i and Tudeh, the Islamic socialists of the Muj ahidin, and Shari'ati were 
all active influences on the strikers among the working class. During the 
course of the strike movement workers founded their own unique institu¬ 
tions, known as shuras ("councils"; cf. "soviets"). These were grass-roots, 
decentralized strike committees organized at factories, offices, and schools. 
Their ideological complexion also varied from Islamic to leftist; one activist 
in a Tabriz shura said "We had all kinds of workers: Left, Right, religious, 
progressive, reactionary."*® Shuras took over production and distribution 
in their factories as the strike came to an end, for managers, particularly in 
the foreign-owned sector, had often fled the country. The general strike 
served two purposes: It weakened the shah's regime, delegitimating it 
internally and making it difficult to repress the movement (for the army 
needed ^el, the ministries needed communications). And it convinced the 
West, led by the United States, that the shah could no longer guarantee the 
flow of Iranian oil, let alone provide a stable outlet for investment capital. 
It was thus absolutely central to the success of the revolution; Khumaini 
could not have taken power (or would have had an unimaginably more 
difficult task doing so) without the working class general strike. 
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The most important supporting mass role played by the lower classes 
during the revolution was that of the urban marginals. The marginal classes 
had fought evictions from shanty town areas in south Tehran in the simuner 
of 1977, thereby showing that the regime could be resisted. Motivated by 
religious fervor and economic need, and extoUed by Khumaini as the 
mustazafin ("oppressed masses," "the disinherited"), the lu-ban marginal 
classes swelled tihe ranks of the large demonstrations late in 1978. Here they 
faced the army's guns, suffering many of the 10,000 casualties of the revo¬ 
lution. Poor urban youth were particularly active, some emerging as leaders 
of their neighborhoods during the mass marches. Squatters (the poorest of 
the urban marginals) were less active than settled urban marginals. One 
squatter told a reporter that to demonstrate "you have to have a f ull 
stomach"; another that he had no time to participate but believed "things 
will get better once the King goes."®® 

The peasants and tribespeople of the coxmtryside were much less active 
but did participate in the revolution to a certain degree. A few peasants had 
been mobilized by the regime in early 1978 to attack demonstrations and 
march in pro-shah processions, but this soon tailed off. On the side of the 


revolution, those who lived close enough to mban areas to commute, and 
again, especially young commuters, took an active role in demonstrations 
from the fall of 1978 onwards, quite similar to nonsquatting urban migrants 
in the pattern of their involvement They also brought the revolution home 
with them to their villages. Rmal class struggles intensified near Shiraz in 
late 1978. The gendarmerie began to abandon its posts in the countryside 
in mid-December; by early January most villagers were tacitly or openly 
supporting the winning pro-Khumaini forces. Peasants near Tehran 
marched in the large Muharram demonstrations of December 1978. Some 
instances of peasants occupying landlords' properties in early 1979 are 
recorded, particularly in Kurdistan and Turkaman Sahra (northeastern 
Iran), where peasants' councils were set up. While Ashraf and Banuazizi 
claim that peasants "played no significant role in any phase of the revolu¬ 


tion," Zavareei feels that peasants eventually provided a base of support for 
religious fundamentalists. Hooglund however cautions that villagers were 
in general somewhat ambivalent or superficial in their support for 
Khumaini because they questioned what he knew about their problems and 
they could see rural elites ingratiating themselves with the movement and 


dominating the new village councils.®® We may conclude that peasants as 
a class were not instrumental in the populist alliance, but did play a variety 
of roles in the revolution, somewhat akin to their limited but real participa¬ 
tion in the Constitutional revolution. 


Tribespeople were even less well placed to be active, although again, 
there were exceptions. In 1978-79 Kurdistan seized the opportunity to 
renew its long-standing hostility to the central government Local Sxmni 
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ulama mobilized tribespeople to some degree both there and in Baluchistan. 
Tmkaman Sahra, where police and army posts were attacked, was also an 
area of tribal revolt. Arabs in Khuzistan were led by their own Ayatullah 
al-Shabir Khaqani. In some places nomads regained pasture rights. 
Abrahamian notes that the councils and komitehs in all these areas were 
demanding a democratic Islamic republic, one that would guarantee the 
rights of the provinces, ethnic minorities, and Simnis.^^ Tribal youth tended 
to be more leftist in orientation than their elders. The tribes as a whole were 
less motivated than others by Islam; indeed, they continued to resist the 
new government after February 1979 and to suffer repression as a result 
Finally, women also contributed significantly to the revolution, in most 
respects along their respective class lines. The large demonstrations often 
featured thousands of chador-clad women in the front ranks in spite of (and 
to reduce) the danger. Keddie considers these primarily "bazaari women"; 
the mban lower classes and students could be counted among them as well. 
Women also participated in the workers' councils in small numbers (pre¬ 
sumably proportionate to their fewer numbers in the workforce).^^ 

Fiuther insight can be gained into the nature of the 1978-79 version of 
the populist alliance through an examination of the political cultures at 
work in the revolution. Here we may usefully distinguish an Islamic pop¬ 
ulist discourse, a secular nationalist current, and a leftist idiom. Of these the 
emergent hegemonic political culture was clearly Khumaini's populist 
Islam. As Khumaini said of his own appeal in late 1978: "The symbol of the 
struggle is the one who talks with the people.,.. That's why the Iranian 
people consider me a symbol. I talk their language. I listen to their needs. I 
cry for them."^^ The terms Khumaini used to address the Iranian public in 
his speeches included "the aware, combative and courageous people of 
Iran," "the dear and courageous nation" and "the oppressed of Iran"—all 
evoking nationalist sentiments. He more frequently employed Islamic 
terms—"the combative Islamic commimity," "the Iranian Muslim people." 
The ulama could virtually command people to participate with such lan¬ 
guage as "It is expected the entire Muslim community will participate"; 
"This is an Islamic duty and must be followed"; "This is a Godly duty"; and 
"It is incumbent upon the Iranian people."^ For Moghadam the core 
substantive elements of Khiunaini's Islamic populism were "National inde¬ 
pendence, a more equitable distribution of wealth and resources, and the 
special place of the poor.... Strongly present are also an existential quest 
for justice {edalat) and redress of grievances; these are part of the Shi'i 
repertoire."^^ Other aspects of the religious populist discoiuse included the 
evocation of the theme of martyrdom that inspired the bravery of the 
crowds in the large demonstrations. The unarmed people faced down a 
well-equipped army, breaking down ite discipline and will to repress them 
by appeals to a common Islamic identity. As Keddie comments on the 
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peacefulness of the mass movement "Human life was spared, even of those 
considered enemies, and except for rare incidents involving a very few 
persons at the high point of late revolutionary fervor, even American lives 
were inviolable."^^ Despite much destruction of property, there was little 
looting. Rather, crowds would remove items from offices, banks, liquor 
stores, and the like and bum them in the street The self-perception of this 
nonviolence was that "a people with empty hands but a^eat faith, dast-e 
khali va iman-e bozorg, brought down the Pahlavi regime."^ 

Secular political discourses were also articulated during the revolution 
although in a minor key: "National Front and democratic grouplets tended 
to use mardrni, people and mellat, nation (as distinct from doivlat, the state). 
Leftist groups such as the Tudeh party, the Feda'i and even the Mujahedin 
used class-based notions such as kargaran, workers; zahmatkeshan, toilers; 
tudeh, the masses; khalq, people (with ethnic overtones)."^* The leftist idiom 
was confined to the educated middle class (especially students and other 
intelligentsia), some workers, and some urban marginal youth. The Na¬ 
tional FronLs appeals to the nation were broadly congment with the larger 
Islamic political culture and easily swallowed up by it Though Khumaini 
decried any alliance with the left both early on (May 1978) and after the 
revolution (August 1979), at the cmcial moment—November 1978—his 
representative in Tehran, Ayatullah Bihishti, caUed on "the Marxists, mate- 
li^sts and liberals to cooperate for some time and with one voice to 
continue the valuable stmggle against the regime."^ The left and the 
National Front for the most part responded to this appeal to unity, submerg¬ 
ing differences and taking Islamic populism's themes of national indepen¬ 
dence, anti-imperialism, overthrow of the monarchy, and social justice as 
acceptable lowest common denominators. 

Another way to enter into the political culture operative in the revolution 
is to consider the many slogans used in the demonstrations. These too reveal 
the Islamic and left/secular currents, as well as the ultimate unanimity 
between them on key demands. Religious slogans—^it should be kept in 
mind that many of these are quite l)nical in Persian—included: "Our 
movement upholds the Quran, and our country upholds Islam!", "A 
Muslim's silence is a betrayal of Islam!", and "This filthy government is 
worse than Yazid!" (the general responsible for the massacre of the Imam 
Husain and his followers in the seventh century), Khxunaini is invoked 
in the chants "Our party is that of Allah and our leader is Ruhullah!" and 
"God, the Quran, Khumaini" (used by people overturning a statue of the 
shah at the university and consciously mocking the regime's version of 
"God, the shah, the country"). Leftwing slogans heard during Muharram 
1978 and early 1979 included: "Long live the revolutionary fighters!", "Arms 
to the people!" and "Glory to the Fada'ian!"!®^ The movement could agree 
on some basic central points: "Death to the shah!" (heard as early as 
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February 1978 at Tabriz), "The shah is Carter's dog!", "Hang the American 
puppet!" and "We will Idll Iran's dictator, we will destroy Yankee power in 
Iran!"—each of which single out the shah and foreign domination as the 
twin opponents of the people.!®^ Finally, the themes which the populist 
alliance ultimately united around are contained in the demand "Indepen¬ 
dence, Freedom, Islamic republic" (heard from September 4,1978 on) and 
the cry "Long live Khumaini, Islam, democracy, freedom and equality!"^®^ 

State and World-System: Some Considerations 

In States and Social Revolutions, Skocpol argued that conflict between a 
potentially autonomous state and elite dasses constituted one locus of state 
breakdowns leading to revolution. In her essay on Iran, she no longer holds 
to this view, noting the insignificance of elite conflict with the state and 
instead focussing on the vulnerabilities of the rentier-type state (that it 
relates to sodety through expenditures and that it is tied to the "rhythms 
of the world capitalist economy"). Indeed she rather downplays the role of 
the state altogether in the Iranian revolution, directing attention instead to 
the strength of the opposition.^®® The predse role played by the Pahlavi 
state is best revealed by examining state/elite relations, statei'army relations, 
and the behavior of all of these sodal forces in the revolution. 

As discussed in chapter eight, the Iranian bourgeoisie was essentially 
dependent on the state as the motor of development and source of capital 
as well as maker of the rules of the political economic game. The state was 
thus so "autonomous" (powerful) that elite opposition could not play a part 
in undermining it; rather, the elite was boxuid to cooperate with the state 
and foreign capital in order to take a cut of the surplus on their terms. The 
"state" moreover in Iran was closely identified with the shah and his family 
(although in the broad sense it included the key institutions of the army 
and bureaucracy as well). This made it a solid target for sodal movements 
without fully implicating the rest of the dominant classes—^landlords, in¬ 
dustrialists, large merchants, tribal chiefs, high bureaucrats—^who therefore 
had less of a stake in rushing to defend it^®® Beyond the upper classes, 
which were passively connected to it, the state hoped to command the 
loyalty of other social sectors—peasants through land reform, workers 
through shares in indushy, a few ulama through patronage, dvil servants 
through employment opportunities, middle classes through consumption, 
and urban marginals through promises and some distribution of money on 
occasions such as elections and in times of urban imrest How well these 
strata responded during the revolution will be considered in a moment, but 
we already know that Pahlavi claims to legitimation were rather weak even 
by Iranian standards. Ultimately the shah relied on the security apparatus 
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of police, army, and SAVAK to control society and preserve his position at 
the head of it. Exorbitant weapons purchases, extravagant perquisites for 
high officers, and indoctrination of the rank and file with loyalty to God, 
shah and country were the means used to ensure the support of the army, 
whose main purpose was one of social control. Thus its response to the 
revolutionary crisis would prove to be central to the fate of the Pahlavi 
regime. 

The state's reaction to the events of 1978 took the form of a characteristic 
mix of repression and concessions in an increasingly desperate attempt to 
buy the support of some sectors and to intimidate the rest of society. Thus 
elections were promised, censorship, corruption, and torture reduced some¬ 
what, wage increases granted, and so on, at the same time that the army was 
repeatedly ordered to fire on demonstrators. The shah's mood and policy 
swings have been attributed by some to his growing cancer; but his woeful 
ignorance of society—telling a British journalist in September 1978, for 
example, that there were no slums in Tefuan—cannot be so explained and 
contributed to the poor policy and judgment displayed throughout the 
year.^^ The loss of trusted advisors like 'Alam and Iqbal hurt the shah, and 
splits between hard- and soft-liners in his administration only mirrored his 
own ambivalence. The lack or unwillingness of interlocutors within civil 
society, be they the National Front, ulama, professional organizations, 
independent unions or political parties, severely limited the range of op¬ 
tions available for dealing with unrest once it got under way. The shah's 
exacerbation of the economic downswing by following a deflationary pol¬ 
icy during 1978 also made matters worse, limiting the patronage resources 
available to the state and magnifying internal conflict within it 

For all this, the shah did not roll over and quit in 1978. Immediately after 
the January 1978 demonstration at Qum the state tried to mobilize its social 
base in counter-demonstrations and the newspapers reported pro-shah 
crowds of 50,000 at Tabriz on January 18, of 200,000 in Khuzistan a day later, 
and 300,000 in Tabriz some weeks later on April 9. These crowds included 
peasants trucked in to the cities for the occasion, schoolchildren, civil 
servants, and others whom the state could at first coerce into participating. 
Even when the size of the mass movement removed such fears, the Pahlavi- 
appointed Bakhtiar government could mobilize 100,000 in January 1979, 
although by then the opposition demonstrators numbered in the millions. 
Other efforts included the formation of paramilitary groups such as 
SAVAK's Underground Coirunittee of Revenge and the Rastakhiz Party's 
Resistance Corps, to threaten, kidnap, attack, and bomb opposition leaders, 
organizations, and demonstrations. Such groups paid members of the mar¬ 
ginal classes, workers, and some peasants to do their work for them. But the 
shift from voluntary to coercive forms of "mass support" reflected the 
deteriorating position of the regime, such that "The Shah himself, in De- 
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cember 1978, summed up the tragicomedy of his sinking regime. When 
asked by a foreign correspondent where his supporters were, he shrugged 
his shoulders and replied, 'Search me'."^®® 

The regime's last bastion of defense was the army itself. Arjomand has 
pointed out that the army remained intact for longer than in 1917 Russia 
(but of course it had not been defeated in a foreign war). It was certainly 
reliable through the autumn of 1978, killing protestors on numerous occa¬ 
sions and forcing strikers back to work. But by December, appeals from the 
ulama and demonstrators not to fire on unarmed Muslims began to have an 
effect and hundreds of rank-and-file soldiers deserted at Qum and 
Mashhad during Muharram, making it impossible to prevent the huge 
demonstrations that shook the regime. Defections reached one thousand a 
day during that month, as devout conscripts abandoned their regiments. 
Others refused to follow orders, joined demonstrations, distributed weap¬ 
ons to the opposition, shot their officers, or went on hunger strikes. It was 
left to the officers to do much of the actual firing on demonstrators there¬ 
after. The high coirunand was divided into those who wished to use aU the 
force at their disposal and those who knew it would be useless and even 
dangerous to do so. Some officers wanted to keep the army out of politics 
in order to maintain it as an institution, while others were susceptible to 
religious appeals themselves. Corruption and privilege undermined the 
actions of the top generals. Eventually, those who remained signed a secret 
agreement with the opposition to send some of the most abusive officers 
out of the country and to retain othem in their posts. Even this could not 
prevent the need for the three-day armed uprising in February 1979 to finish 
off the elite units that remained loyal to the shah to the end. Iran's isolated, 
untested army could not alone stem the tide of revolution against a regime 
in economic, political, and ideological crisis, without a strong social base.^®^ 
The "autonomous" Iranian state, despite the absence of elite contenders or 
military defeat, proved in the end extremely fragile. 

These intern^ weaknesses had an external counterpart as well, though 
again it did not follow the scenario sketched by Skocpol of intense external 
pressure in the international system of competing states as a cause of 
revolutions. Indeed, in her essay on Iran she again downplays what had 
been a key factor in her book on France, Russia, and China: "By the 1970s, 
the Shah was far from being a U.S. puppet in any realm of domestic or 
foreign policy."^^® Here she is in oblique agreement with Halliday's conclu¬ 
sion that world-systemic factors are of much less importance; for Halliday, 
the regime's collapse 


demonstrated, in the first instance, the relative incapacity of the western 
powers to control events, even in a country where they had been so influential 
for decades. As in other apparently secure western allies—^Portugal, Ethio- 
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pia—the events in Iran demonstrated the continuing primacy of the internal 
class struggle over the influence of imperialism once the opposition movement 
began to act 

This issue should be looked at more deeply, for the world-systemic conjunc¬ 
ture was such that the revolution succeeded (thus the United States did play 
a role), and the dependent relation of Iran to the U.S. (pace Skocpol) and in 
the world-economy created the economic and political conditions to which 
the population was responding (pace Halliday). 

The United States was indeed a crucial factor in the pre-revolutionaiy 
situation of Iran, as demonstrated in chapter eight, having surpassed all 
other foreign competitors, east and west, in replacing the British as the 
dominant outside power in the country. From Eisenhower's involvement 
in the 1953 CIA coup to Kennedy's in the appointment of 'Ali Amini and the 
land reform of the early 1960s to Nixon's "doctrine" of selling Iran any 
non-nuclear weapon system it could afford to police the Gulf and contain 
the Soviets, the United States had forged a strong relationship with the 
shah.1^2 This seemed to be under scrutiny when Jimmy Carter took office 
in early 1977 with an avowed foreign policy based on respect for human 
rights. Indeed, the shah expressed serious self-doubt, reportedly remarking 
to an aide on the eve of Carter's election, "It looks like we are not going to 
be around much longer."^^^ In fact. Carter improbably developed a personal 
rapport with the shah in the course of visits in 1977 and the strategic 
relationship was never seriously questioned. Many observers suspected 
that a deal was made in late 1977: Iran would sell its oil at moderate prices 
(recall American concerns with inflation and recession at this time), in 
exchange for less criticism from the U.S. and continued weapons sales. Still, 
"liberalization" was on the shah's agenda in 1977, and while international 
opinion may have played the greater role in this, the desire to please the 
Carter administration was simultaneously served (and throughout the 
"troubles" of 1978 the United States expressed increasingly imrealistic 
hopes that liberalization would go forward). So however indirectly, the 
Carter human rights foreign policy did make the shah waver on the contin¬ 
ued use of repression as part of domestic policy in 1977 and encouraged the 
letters and meetings of the intelligentsia that foreshadowed the revolution¬ 
ary movement of the next year.^^^ 

During the revolution itself the United States continued to be a factor in 
several important ways. On the one hand. Carter's ill-timed public expres¬ 
sions of support for the shah, such as the New Year's Eve toast and the 
phone call just after the Bloody Friday massacres kept the United States in 
the popular imagination as a potent symbol of foreign domination tied to 
the shah ("The shah is Carter's dog!" was a revealing slogan). Further, 
serious policy splits plagued the effectiveness of the administration's actual 
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support for the shah. While the State Department and later the embassy in 
Tehran realized that a genuine social revolution was building that could 
well oust the shah, the National Security Council led by Zbigniew 
Brzezinski was supported by Secretary of Energy James Schlesinger, Secre¬ 
tary of Defense Harold Brown, and CIA chief Stansfield Turner in seeing 
the revolution as Soviet-orchestrated and subject to defeat if the arm y was 
used resolutely. These two opposed policies effectively cancelled each other 
out, making neither a workable approach. In either case the seriousness of 
the situation was not grasped until it was far too late; Ambassador W illiam 
Sullivan saw matters clearly only in November 1978. Brzezinski meanwhile 
torpedoed any attempts to establish contact with Khumaini, thus guaran¬ 
teeing antagonism between the movement and the United States. Carter 
himself followed no clear policy and neither the opposition nor the shah 
was really supported. On December 7, for example. Carter simultaneously 
declared his confidence in the shah and stated that the United States would 
not interfere in Iran's affairs. The effectiveness of the oil strike may well 
have tipped the American hand reluctantly against the shah in late Decem¬ 
ber, leading to support for his "vacation" abroad. The January 1979 mission 
of U.S. Generiil Huyser to Iran with orders to aid the Bakhtiar government 
and possibly arrange a last minute coup to thwart Khvunairu was the final 
chimera in Brzezinski's cold war scenario. When the National Security 
Advisor cabled Ambassador Sullivan on February 10 during the final upris¬ 
ing to arrange a coup, the latter's reply was "unprintable."^^® 

This non-action of the key world power in the equation opened the door 
to the full play of the internal balance of forces and this did help the 
revolution succeed, just as the American relationship to the shah from 1953 
to 1978 undercut his legitimacy in the first place. The world-systemic 
conjuncture, then, was favorable to the triumph of the revolution in the 
sense that its core power did not aggressively intervene to prevent it One 
may plausibly contend that the revolution would have succeeded regard¬ 
less, but the cost would certainly have been higher in human lives and 
unforeseen historical alternatives could have opened up (coup, interven¬ 
tion, different internal struggles, and so forth). 

Iran's Revolution in Comparative Perspective 

As we have by now seen, the Iranian upheaval does not fit neatly into 
SkocpoTs model of social revolutions derived from the cases of the French, 
Chinese, and Russian upheavals. Without entering into the details of these 
cases here, it may still be suggested that the divergence may be attributable 
to the differences between large bureaucratic agrarian states and smaller, 
dependent Third World ones (Skocpol has taken this tack, although Iran 
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does not fit into her Third World model either). It may also have to do with 
the very different place of each revolution on the continuum of world- 
historical time—^late twentieth-century states face a very different set of 
political and economic constraints both internally and externally. Indeed, 
perhaps the Iranian case may lead future researchers to re-examine the cases 
of SkocpoTs "Big Three" to highlight processes which she did not, such as 
the roles of urban classes in France and Russia, the effects of occupying a 
dependent place in the world-system (China, or Russia as semiperipheiy), 
and, certainly, the great role played by political cultures of opposition in 
the making of revolutions.^^^ 

The most apposite case for comparison with Iran is Nicaragua, which 
experienced a revolution in the same year of 1979. Both involved multi-class 
alliances, both succeeded against a military-type dictator, both benefitted 
from the absence of a strong American intervention. The two differed in the 
type of struggle that occurred—armed insurrection in Nicaragua cost four 
times as many lives in a country with one-tenth the population of Iran. But 
the similarities suggest that the same processes were at work and the model 
of diagram 9.1 can be applied in large measure to the Nicaraguan case. Thus 
one observes the consequences of dependent development and state repres¬ 
sion, the elaboration of a political cidture of opposition in Sandinismo, the 
economic downswing of the 1972 earthquake that was never overcome, and 
the same world-systemic opportunity provided by the Carter human rights 
policy and internal divisions, all leading to a revolutionary outbreak carried 
by a broad populist alliance against the hated dictator Somoza. These 
striking similarities suggest that our model may be better suited to the class 
of twentieth-century Third World revolutions than those of Skocpol and 
others. Cuba, Chile, and Mexico are further cases worth examining in this 
light, to name a few.^^^ 

Comparison of the Iranian revolution with the maj or earlier instances of 
social change in twentieth-centuiy Iran is also instructive. In both the 1905 
Constitutional revolution and the 1951-53 oil nationalization struggle 
lurban multi-class populist alliances formed, and for essentially the same 
reasons as in the recent revolution: the ongoing complexity of Iranian social 
structure, the impact of the West resulting in a situation of dependence, and 
the elaboration of several political cultmes of resistance to this experience. 
These factors have made the populist alliance a natural social base for 
movements against the state and foreign domination. But why was the 
1978-79 instance more successful than its predecessors? One factor was the 
strength and solidity of the 1978 populist Chance, especially compared with 
1951-53 and 1960-63. Brutal repression did not deter it (as on August 19,1953 
and June 5,1963); the movement found effective new tactics ^er Bloody 
Friday, such as the mass strikes and huge demonstrations. The components 
of the populist alliance also worked better together—the ulama played their 
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most militant role in 1978 and all secular forces worked with them, com¬ 
pared with the ulama's ambivalence in 1905-11, inactivity in 1951-53, and 
isolation in 1963. The goal of the movement—to actually change the state 
radically by abolishing the monarchy and setting up a republic—also dis¬ 
tinguished 1978 from earlier movements. In this respect the political cul¬ 
tures of opposition were undoubtedly more effective in articulating 
grievances and mobilizing the population. Finally, the world-systemic con¬ 
juncture was immeasurably more favorable than in 1911 when Russian 
intervention brought about a counter-revolution or in 1953 when the CIA 
organized its countercoup. So while the same theoretical factors were 
present in the outbreak of the three major social movements of twentieth- 
century Iran, differences in the way these factors played themselves out can 
account for differences in their outcomes. 


Aftermath: 1979-1991 


The reflections above raise a final analytic question: How different has 
the outcome of the Iranian revolution been in Ae context of Iran's history 
of social change? Ending not in defeat but in the overthrow of the monarchy 
and the end of the close relationship with the United States, the revolution 
would seem to have escaped the inevitable failure of the basic pattern of 
social movements in Iran. On the other hand, it was followed by a bloody 
foreign war with Iraq and a crumbling of the multi-class alliance that made 
the revolution. In this concluding section we will not enter into detail on 
developments in Iran since 1979, but rather make a few analytic remarks in 
light of the framework adopted in the present study. 

The new regime moved swiftly to consolidate its position in society, but 
typically, this signalled the eventual fragmentation of the diverse coalition 
that had made the revolution. The initial steps in the institutionalization of 
the new state were the March 30,1979 referendum abolishing the monarchy 
and establishing the Islamic Republic of Iran; the election of a majlis on 
August 3,1979; the passing of a new constitution in November 1979; and 
the election of Bani Sadr as president on January 25,1980. In the meantime. 


on November 4, 1979 crowds seized the American embassy in Tehran 
touching off the 444-day hostage crisis, and a year later, in September 1980, 
Iraq invaded the oil province of Khuzistan, initiating the bloody Gulf War. 
The ulama who supported Khumaini as supreme leader of the revolution 


moved quickly to gain control of the state during this period. The Islamic 
Republican Party (IRP), formed in May 1979, gained a majority in the first 
majlis and controlled the process of drafting the constitution which gave 
wide powers to Khumaini as the leading Islamic jurist The hostage crisis 
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provided an occasion for forcing Bazargan to step down as prime minister, 
seen as tainted by contacts with the United States. The tdama astutely 
maneuvered the left against secular and Islamic liberals during this period, 
forcing Bani Sadr to flee Iran in June 1981 over differences with the IRP. The 
Mujahidin were the next group isolated and defeated when they attempted 
to mobilize the population against the government in the summer of 1981. 
Mujahidin bombs killed a president, prime minister, and twenty-seven IRP 
majlis deputies, but failed to spark an uprising; the organization was 
subsequently forced completely underground through arrests, torture, and 
execution of its members. The Tudeh and a section of the Fada'ian contin¬ 
ued to support the government as anti-imperialist through all of this, until 
the time came for arrests and executions of their leaderships beginning in 
1983-84. 

Of the classes who participated in the revolutionary coalition, only a 
portion of the ulama, select members of the bazaar classes, and to some 
degree urban marginals as a class received tangible benefits. It is important 
to remember that Khumaini's militant form of Islam was enthusiastically 
embraced by probably only a minority of the tens of thousands of ulama; 
even among supporters there were niunerous conflicts over economic and 
political policy. In the bazaar, some entrepreneurs emerged to benefit from 
lessened contact with the world economy and the business opportunities 
posed by revolution and war, but many others suffered economic losses and 
political repression. In addition to the defeat of all secular parties, the 
intelligentsia saw the universities closed for two years as part of an Islam- 
ization campaign; at least 200,000 of its members left Iran from 1979 to 1982. 
The working class's gains in wages and control over production in 1979 
were later lost as their independent shuras were replaced by Islamic asso¬ 
ciations, management returned to run workplaces, and war and recession 
affected their well-being. While urban marginals were appealed to as a key 
IRP constituency and a slight shift in their share of income took place, many 
hardships of housing, food, and jobs remained; Tehran's population 
swelled from 4.5 million to six million people a year after the revolution. 
Women were dismissed from schools and offices, and changes in the family 
law lowered the marriage age from eighteen to thirteen while making 
divorce easier for men. In the countiyside, peasant land seizures were 
discomaged or reversed by the army, while the Kurds were militarily 
repressed and Qashqa'is had their chiefs executed in 1980 for plotting 
against Khumaini.^^^ The populist alliance, then, as in 1909-11 and 1953, split 
soon after power was achieved and only a few of its constituent social 
classes and political organizations can be said to have obtained what they 
struggled for in the revolution. 

No sooner had Iran's economy begun to restart itself after the strike- 
interrupted year of the revolution than the war with Iraq again dealt it a 
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severe shock which lasted throughout the 1980s and whose effects would 
be felt well beyond that War brought destruction of housing, roads, infra¬ 
structure, and oil installations; diversion of funds from development to the 
militaiy effort; and the closing of factories due to lack of spare parts, drops 
in consumption capacity, and shortages of labor as workers were ordered 
to the front Agricultme has persisted as a maj or obstacle to better standards 
of living. Despite a good harvest in 1979, production slowed again after 1980 
and food imports continued to run up a large biU. Migration to the cities 
continued unabated, compounded by the war. The central oil industry 
benefitted from production cuts in 1979-80 and a doubling of prices in that 
period, but prices fell drastically again in the 1980s and dependence on oil 
revenues remained characteristic of the political economy. ^20 

Some observers, such as Amirahmadi, felt that revolutionary Iran might 
follow a "non-capitalist" path of development, while many, such as S amir 
Amin, thought that "Iran had 'de-Unked' from the world system, or at any 
rate, that its economy had ceased to be a part of the world-capitalist 
order."^2l gnj- terms of the theoretical perspectives of the present study, 
these are dubious claims. Dependency remains a deep structural problem 
for Iran—dependence on oil revenues, on Western technology, on food 
imports, and on arms, to name a few significant items. While it may be 
argued that the hostage crisis had the short-term benefit of keeping Amer¬ 
ican intervention at bay, Iran was soon turning secretly to the United States 
and Israel for arms to keep the war going against Iraq. And reconstruction 
of the battered economy will undoubtedly require Emopean and Japanese 
involvement, if not, in the long run, American participation as well. The 
declaration of an Islamic Republic does not annul Iran's status as a periph¬ 
eral country in the world-system with a dependent capitalist form of devel¬ 
opment 

The task of converting the strength of populist Islam from a revolution¬ 
ary force to a blueprint for society raised many urgent problems for the 
economy and polity. In part the dilemma was put off by displacing it to meet 
the perceived threat of American intervention with the embassy takeover, 
and the call to export the Islamic revolution that was one cause of the 
Iran-Iraq war. These episodes allowed the government to consolidate its 
hold on the population by continuing to pluck the emotional strings of 
martyrdom and struggle against evil oppressors. Khumaini, for example, 
tried to lower material expectations as a way of de-linking from the West 
and encouraging religious sensibilities: "he told President Bani-Sadr that 
the American embargo during the hostage crisis would not be detrimental 
to the population: 'In the time of the Prophet, they ate only one date a 
daj^."i22 ^ process, the liberating potential of the versions of Islamic 
political culture espoused by Shari'ati, Taliqani, Bazargan, and Bani Sadr 
were either distorted or narrowly circumscribed. The political atmosphere 
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and practical results of IRP rule were neither democratic, progressive, liberal 
or socialist. The clearest evidence of this was the effort by the new regime 
to distinguish itself from Iran's past social movements. Shaikh Fazlullah 
Nuii, the monarchist ayatullah hanged by the constitutionalists in 1909, was 
rehabilitated as a martyr. Conversely, Mussadiq was downgraded as a 
heroic figure, with Khumaini averring "They say he nationalised [Iranian] 
oil. So What? We did not want oil, we did not want independence, we 
wanted Islam."^^ Yet one million Iranians went to Ahmadabad on a pil¬ 
grimage to celebrate Mussadiq's memory in March 1979. The narrowing of 
the new hegemonic political culture after 1979 may have been as predictable 
as that the populist alliance itself would split into its constituent elements. 
It likewise suggests the degree to which the triumph of the 1978 revolution 
has been mitigated by failures to learn the lessons of the past 

The 1989 death of Khumaini, the winding down of the Iran-Iraq war as 
a costly stalemate, and the 1990-91 Gulf crisis and war between Iraq and the 
United States marked a new phase in the aftermath of the Iranian revolu¬ 
tion. The decline of ideological fervor, diplomatic isolation, and physical 
exhaustion paved the way for the ascendency of the more Western-ori¬ 
ented, free market clerical rule of the group around President Ali Akbar 
Hashemi Rafsanjani. The Iranian government is now trying to reenter 
international economic and political circles, rebuild its war-tom economy, 
and confront the pent-up demands and expectations of the millions who 
made the revolution. Doing so in a constmctive way will require breaking 
with the main patterns of dependency and exclusionary rule that have 
marked the Iranian political economy for almost two centuries. The Iranian 
people will write the next chapter in this long and conflicted history. The 
thrust of the present study has been to capture for historical memory and 
sociological reflection the multiple meanings and strengths—as well as 
failiu-es—of their countless efforts to do so. 
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CONCLUSIONS 


The History of Social Change in Iran: 
A Theoretical Reprise 


Having traversed the history of social change in Iran from 1500 to 1979 
in the course of this study, it now falls to us to highlight certain results— 
empirical, methodological, and theoretical—^in terms of their contribution 
to our knowledge of the topics and approaches involved. 


Social Structure and Social Change in Iran: Substantive Results 

Let us begin by briefly recalling the empirical findings of chapters two 
through nine, keeping in mind that certain analytic elements will be added 
to these points in the sections on method and theory below. The Iranian 
social formation at its seventeenth-century height under Shah 'Abbas was 
a hybrid of three partially overlapping modes of production, which may be 
termed the pastoral-nomadic, the peasant crop-sharing, and the urban 
petty-commodity modes of production. The Safavid shahs had hegemonic 
positions in the state and economy, tapping surplus production by tribes- 
people, peasants, and urban producers, and enjoying military, political, and 
ideological paramountcy. Other elite groups such as tribal chiefs and urban 
ulama (clergy) controlled far fewer resources (the former primarily military- 
political-economic, the latter ideological) in the seventeenth century and 
could not challenge the shahs' overall control. The economy was predomi¬ 
nantly agricultural (nomadic and settled) but there was significant regional 
and international trade in products such as textiles (carpets and silks), 
porcelain, and metalware. Profits from this trade were shared by the shah 
with the local Muslim and Armenian merchant communities. Commercial 
contacts opened in the early seventeenth century with the Dutch and 
English East India Companies, who traded in Iran on terms negotiated 
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freely by the shahs. In no sense could seventeenth-century Iran be consid¬ 
ered dependent on the West; rather it was part of the external arena of the 
emerging capitalist world economy. 

In 1722 the Safavid dynasty was abruptly overthrown by rebellious 
Afghan tribesmen. The causes of its decline, however, were long-term, and 
were traced to an intertwined set of economic, political, and ideological 
crises that structurally undermined the state. These included: (1) the results 
of provincial reforms in the seventeenth century which weakened the 
military preparedness of the outlying regions by removing tribal chiefs from 
the administration in favor of centralized control, (2) a fiscal crisis ensuing 
partly from decreased prosperity in the provinces and rising state expendi¬ 
tures, and partly from inflationary pressures emanating from Eiurope and 
the Ottoman Empire, and (3) the attenuation of tribal support due to 
increasing royal absolutism, and alienation of national and religious minor¬ 
ities (Georgians, Armenians, Sunni Arabs, Kurds, and Afghans) due to 
growing intolerance on the part of the Shi'i ulama. 

The Afghans were in turn routed in 1729 by the adventurer Nadir, who 
made himself shah in 1736 and ruled till 1747, engaging in wars of territorial 
reconquest and foreign conquest as far as India. Tribal dvil wars continued 
throughout the eighteenth century, with a period of relative stability in 
southern Iran under Karim Khan Zand till 1779, and the rise of a new 
dynasty, the Qajars, in 1795. Throughout this period trade contacts with the 
West shrairk, tribal groups encroached on the sedentary agricultural sector, 
and wars reduced the population. Royal authority and control decentral¬ 
ized considerably. Social change in the eighteenth century remained almost 
exclusively endogenous in nature; the East India companies were largely 
passive onlookers as tribal groups struggled for control of their own regions 
and vied for state power. The significance of the eighteenth century was as 
a reversal of development of decisive proportions, for it weakened the 
Iranian state and economy just as a crucial moment in its history was 
approaching. 

During the nineteenth century, the Iranian economy "crossed the thresh¬ 
old of dependency," re-oriented toward England and its colony India in the 
southern Gulf area, and toward Tsarist Russia in the increasingly more 
dynamic north (based on Tabriz and the new capital, Tehran). The Qajar 
armies suffered military defeats at the hands of Russia in 1813 and 1828 and 
to England in 1857, leading to trade advantages, territory, and political 
control for the Europeans. This situation can be characterized for the first 
time as one of dependence on the West, with the presence of two European 
powers precluding the outcome of colonialism but limiting development 
through their rivalry. The three modes of production remained in place, 
with perhaps some slight shifting in their relative importance—^beginnings 
of a decline in the scope of pastoral nomadism, and recoveries in the levels 
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of activity in both the peasant crop-sharing and urban petty-conunodity 
sectors, ^though by the end of tins period foreign manufactures were 
displacing Iranian handicraft workers to a great extent Alongside the older 
modes of production, a small, new capitalist sector emerged, with some 
unique historical features: Foreign capitalists rather than Iranians tended 
to predominate and Iran's working class was formed in large measure 
outside the country, as migrant labor in Russia. Moreover, at the turn of the 
twentieth century, Iran's principal exports were raw cotton and sUk, cereals 
and fruit, tobacco, opium, and carpets; its principal imports were cotton 
cloth, sugar, tea, and metal goods—the trading profile of a peripheral sup¬ 
plier of mostly raw materials in the world economy (oil would be discovered 
in 1908 and begin to play a larger role by the 1920s). The Qajar state was 
independent in name only as its policy options were increasingly deter¬ 
mined by the Russian and to a lesser extent, English, governments and 
banks. 

The dissatisfaction of the politically articulate urban classes—^merchants, 
artisans, intellectuals, and ulama—^wilh the internal t 3 rranny of the Qajars 
and the external domination of the foreigners was signalled first by the 
Tobacco rebellion in 1891 and then by the Constitutional revolution of 
1905-1911. These classes formed a populist alliance with other sectors, 
including the working class, each interpreting the crisis through its own 
political cultural filters and economic interests. After the initial granting of 
a constitution and establishment of a parliament by the popular forces, 
internal divisions (particularly among the ulama and the large merchants) 
and external military intervention by the Russians forced the majlis to 
accede to the restoration of Qajar autocracy. The political stalemate and 
economic chaos that attended this struggle druing and after WWI were 
among the most important factors in the military coup of 1921 (assisted and 
supported by the British) which brought a hitherto somewhat obscure 
military officer, Reza Pahlavi, to the throne in 1925, ending the Qajar 
dynasty. 

Under a centralizing authoritarian state and fueled by a new petroleum- 
based economy, Iran embarked on a dependent capitalist course in the 
1930s. In modes of production terms, the twentieth century has witnessed 
massive erosion of the pastoral nomadic sector and the gradual "capitaliza¬ 
tion" of both agriculture and industry. Under Reza Shah the forced settle¬ 
ment of nomads was the most dramatic expression of this, while a more 
substantial groundwork for the capitalist mode of production was laid by 
infrastructural projects (railroads, roads, dams) and some light industrial 
manufacturing. Urban petty-commodity production in the bazaar and peas¬ 
ant crop-sharing continued to predominate otherwise. 

From the Allied invasion and abdication of Reza Shah in 1941 until the 
fall of the popular, nationalist Mussadiq government in 1953 Iran experi- 
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enced a marked loosening of autocratic monarchic controls and went 
through a series of intense political conflicts which nevertheless failed to 
achieve their goals, including the regional autonomy movement in 
Azarbaijan and the Kurdish Republic in 1945-46 and the oil nationalization 
struggle led by the National Front and Mussadiq government from 1951 to 
1953. Each had important external as well as internal dimensions: Muham¬ 
mad Reza Pahlavi returned as shah in August 1953 with United States CIA 
support, some clerical backing, and mobilization of street mobs as the 
nationalization movement fragmented—certain ulama and secular nation¬ 
alists left the coalition, while the Tudeh Party never fully supported it on 
the left. Thus was missed (as in the eighteenth century) another alternative 
pathway to national independence and development 

After the coup d'6tat a new period of Iranian dependence on the West 
was inaugurated, now shaped by a special political, economic, and military 
relationship with the United States. Sigiuflcant direct private capital invest¬ 
ment by Western multinationals flowed into the country in the 1950s and 
1960s, undermining petty-commodity artisanal producers and tradespeople 
in favor of larger-scale capitalist production and importin^exporting. The 
shah's land "reform" in the 1960s turned crop-sharing peasants into small¬ 
holders and/or landless wage workers as capitalist farms and agribusinesses 
emerged, imleashing a flood of migrants into the cities. Foreign exchange 
earnings from oil increased state power in the 1970s, permitting the shah to 
purchase billions of dollars worth of American weaponry and technology. 
Iran, which appeared to be making a bid to enter the semiperiphery under 
the Pahlavi state's grandiose industrial, agricultural, military, and strategic 
plans, entered into serious economic recession in the middle and later 1970s, 


triggered by lower oil revenues and overly ambitious and military-oriented 
development plans, resulting in unemployment, high inflation, a housing 
crisis, new loans from the West, and deepening forms of social unrest, all of 
which provided the immediate backdrop to the revolutionary movement of 
1978-79. 


The opposition drew on several political cultures of resistance to the 
shah, including the "fundamentalist" Islam of Khumaini, the radical Islam 
of Dr. 'Ali Shari'ati, the armed struggle approach of the Islamic Mujahidin 
and the Marxist Fada'ian, the moderate Islamic reformism of the Liberation 
Movement of Iran (led by Mehdi Bazargan, among others), and the "tradi¬ 
tional" secular center and left, the former composed of the remnants of 
Mussadiq's National Front and the latter represented by the Tudeh Party. 
These organizations and the heterogeneous social forces which they mobi¬ 
lized forced the shah from power through a powerful movement shaped by 
huge street demonstrations, a long general strike, and a brief guerrilla 
uprising in early 1979. The state crumbled in the face of a strengthened 
populist alliance and uncertain support from the United States. The Islamic 
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Republic which followed continued to face problems stemming from de¬ 
pendency and the complexity of social structure in Iran, topics briefly 
touched on in chapter nine. 


Comparative Dimensions and Methodological Considerations 

In this study, comparisons of several kinds have been made. In the 
earliest period, from 1500 to 1800, the social structure of Safavid Iran may 
be compared with the Islamic empires of the Mughals in India and the 
Ottomans in Timkey. Despite the presence of the same three modes of 
production in each, &e greater proportion of tribespeople in Iran, combined 
with the greater impact of Europe on India and the Ottomans, explained 
the endogenous form taken by social change in Iran (the eighteenth 
century's civil wars) and the exogenous changes in India (conquest by the 
English) and the Ottomans (military decline vis-i-vis Europe). In the nine¬ 
teenth century, the differences of Iran with its otherwise most similar 
neighbors again stand out—the Anglo-Russian rivahy put brakes on devel¬ 
opment as each sought to block concessions to the other, whereas India and 
even the fading Ottomans centralized more successfully, the former under 
colonial control, the latter, under strong European pressure. 

In the Pahlavi period since 1925, several brief comparisons were made to 
Wghlight certain features of the Iranian case. Rough analogies were ob¬ 
served between the centralizing state of Reza Shah in Iran and Kemal 
Atatiirk's modernization of the new Turkish polity, although Atatiirk was 
more successful in containing the ulama and relied more on political forces 
in society at large than Reza did, who merely compressed these until they 
exploded after his abdication in 1941. The striking similarities between the 
coups in Iran in 1953 and Chile in 1973 were mentioned in chapter seven, 
suggesting the imderlying combination of internal contradictions and ex¬ 
ternal intervention at work in both cases, in addition to a niunber of 
secondary similarities (nationalization of a key resoiurce, popularity of 
Mussadiq and AUende). The dependent capitalist development of Iran in 
the 1960 and 1970s was foimd broadly equivalent to that of its Middle 
Eastern neighbors Egypt, Turkey, and Pakistan, but significantly less than 
that of Brazil or the East Asian cases of Taiwan and South Korea, making 
possible the judgment that Iran did not rise to a semiperipheral position in 
the world-economy. Finally, the model of revolution elaborated in chapter 
nine permitted us to see similarities between the Iranian and Nicaraguan 
revolutions of 1979, and hinted at new ways of interpreting social revolu¬ 
tions more generally. For the most part, these comparisons with cases 
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outside Iran confirmed and reinforced the analysis of processes of change 
in Iran in light of the theories adopted in this study. 

A second type of comparison used was of an internal type, and here a 
historical melhodology turned on a single case yielded much of theoretical 
interest Again, both similarities and contrastive patterns turned up. For 
example, a certain parallelism between the rise and fall of the seventeenth- 
century Safavids and the twentieth-century Pahlavis may be noted: Both 
dynasties represented peaks of national economic power, dominated very 
much by the shahs at the top. At a certain point each reached development^ 
limits and collapsed precipitously. But the differences are equally instruc¬ 
tive: The fall of the Safavids was traced to internal processes and conflicts 
between the state and upper classes, while that of the Pahlavis involved an 
external dimension (dependence on the United States) that caused the 
withdrawal of middle and lower class support The outcome—a social 
revolution—^was thus attributed to a key difference in the two situations— 
dependent development and its consequences. 

Comparative historical reflection on the repeated mass movements of the 
twentieth century also resulted in fresh conceptual insights. The formation 
and dynamics of a multi-class urban populist Chance, first noted in the case 
of the 1905-1911 Constitutional revolution, recurred in the 1951-53,1960-63, 
and 1977-79 social movements as well. Behind each of these we found the 
complexity of Iran's social structure in modes of production terms, the 
impact of the world-system on that structure, and the elaboration of specific 
political cultures of opposition to the state and outside powers. In chapter 
rune the reasons for the apparent success of the latest version of the populist 
alliance were suggested—unusual unanimity among its constituent classes 
and groups, combined with a unique opportunity in the world-systemic 
conjuncture —and the continuing problems faced by the new regime were 
readily identifiable in terms of bran's ongoing processes of dependent 
development, world-systemic pressures, and contending political cultures. 
Internal comparison, then, has proven a source both of inductively gener¬ 
ated new concepts, such as the popubst alliance, and a further test of 
theoretical approaches to social change. 

Thus a number of methodological strategies have been simultaneously 
pursued in the course of this study. One way of seeing this is as a combina¬ 
tion of inductive method to form new analytic concepts and deductive work 
to illustrate theoretical frameworks.* Another approach is to contend that 
this study has been both away a testing general theories and using concepts 
to develop a meaningful historical inteq)retation of a single case. It also 
suggests for future research (but does not employ) a third strategy—^that of 
analyzing causal regularities in history (one could rigorously investigate 
the applicability of the framework used here for Iran in a wider context, say, 
the Middle East and South Asia since 1500).^ Each of these several strategies 
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flows into the others and the full cycle of them can shed light on a whole 
range of problems in historical-comparative sociological inquiry.^ 

A second broad methodological contribution of this study has revolved 
around the utility of a dialectical methodology for empirical social science, 
that is, one which takes seriously both structural constraints and h uman 
agency in the making of social movements. Taking as models the reflections 
of Marx in "The Eighteenth Brumaire" and Sartre's Search for a Method, this 
approach was used concretely in many ways in the present work: in the 
notion of intertwined political, economic, and ideological crises used to 
explain the falls of the Safavids, Qajars, and Pahlavis; in the diptych- 
configuration that ordered each of the three parts, with chapters on social 
structural changes—two, four, six, and eight—followed by chapters on 
social movements—three, five, seven, and nine; and in the model of social 
revolution arrived at in the last chapter. Each of these studied the interplay 
among large, seemingly impersonal structures (modes of production, de¬ 
pendent development) and more clearly humanly-created processes (social 
movements of several types). One proposed link between the two was the 
role accorded political cultures in mediating "objective" social relations 
through the "subjective" experiences of groups and classes (in other words, 
these supposedly separate dimensions mutu^y constitute each other). The 
two types of analysis—structural and agentic—must be undertaken to¬ 
gether to give a fully satisfying account of social change.^ 


Theories: Findings, Refinements 

These considerations debouch onto the final area of inquiry of the 
present study—^the status of the leading theories in the fields of develop¬ 
ment and social change. This study has argued that five basic approaches 
are central to understanding these problems—the dependency paradigm, 
world-system theory, modes of production analysis, the nature of the state, 
and political cultures of opposition and legitimation. Let us briefly assess 
each in turn in light of the findings. 

Dependency, in the more sophisticated version formulated by Cardoso, 
Faletto, and Evans, has been found of great value for analysis of a major 
Middle Eastern case, thus extending the domain of the theory into a new 
region of the Third World. The concept of dependent development, used 
in adjudicating rancorous debates on the extent and limits of structural 
economic change in Qajar Iran (1800-1925), under Reza Shah (1925-41) and 
under his son (1953-77), proved an illuminating way to reconcile conflicting 
accounts and specify the content and reality of this mixed type of develop¬ 
ment Moreover, the crossing of the threshold of dependency in the nine- 
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teenth centuiy decisively marked off the pre-capitalist from the more recent 
periods of Iranian history and was a key to understanding why social 
movements since about 1890 took the anti-foreign, anti-state forms they did. 
The dependency paradigm, overall, proved an adequate guiding thread to 
the whole range of questions raised in this study. 

Iran was likewise put on the map of world-system theory in this study, 
as we traced the country's halting progress from extern^ arena in the 
seventeenth centuiy to periphery in the nineteenth. The most interesting 
empirical finding observed was the stagnation of Iran in the eighteenth 
century, conceptualized as a decline in the external arena; the Safavids had 
been too strong to be colonized and dominated by the European core, but 
were unable (or didn't try) to compete with it in Ae emerging peripheries 
of Asia. Trade links with Europe were accorded a secondary role in the fall 
of the Safavids. Disrupted during the civil wars of the eighteenth century, 
they were decisively reforged in the ninteenth as Iran was converted into a 
periphery of the British core and Russian semiperiphery. In the twentieth, 
the shah's ambitious attempts to draw his nation into the semiperipheiy fell 
rather short, and this failure was both cause and consequence of a precari¬ 
ous political economy that foundered onto revolution. WaUerstein's sys¬ 
tem, then, while undoubtedly an incomplete perspective on development 
from the point of view of Iran, was nevertheless found conceptually ade¬ 
quate to the task of explaining the relevant aspects of Iran's experience 
within the larger world economy. 

Modes of production analysis, which has not been widely applied em¬ 
pirically, has been foimd of great utility in rethinking social structure in a 
Third World country and proven far more nuanced in the result it obtained 
than trying to fit the Iranian case into some simple conceptual box such as 
feudalism. It allowed us to construct the diagrams on social structure in 
1630,1800,1914,1941, and 1977 that in turn provided the keys to under¬ 
standing the twists and turns of class alliances in the social movements, and 
to measure the impact on clsiss structure over time of dependency and 
world-systenuc pressures. These insights are I think a major finding of this 
study which needs to be tested more widely in other Third World cases, 
and perhaps even for pre-capitalist Europe, and may someday alter consid¬ 
erably the way we think about pre-capitalist social structure and social 
change. 

With respect to the nature of the state, we were able to account for the 
strong position of the Safavid shahs in terms of their ability to tap an 
economic surplus in several modes of production, and the fragmented 
situation of the upper classes—chiefs, landlords, large merchants. This 
source of power continued into the twentieth century with the discovery 
of oil and the establishment of a stronger state based on military coercive 
force. In Iran the state was very closely associated with the person of the 
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shah and thus conflated rather directly with a part of the ruling class (the 
royal fanuly).® On the one hand, this makes the Iranian case rather unique 
(strictly comparable only to other monarchies); on the other, the form of 
dictatorship has been shared widely in the Third World since World War 
n. Moreover, the close association of the state with foreign powers in 
sharing responsibility for dependency made it vulnerable to social move¬ 
ments from below in times of crisis. These several findings have made it 
possible to flesh out Skocpol's and others' insistence on the political signif¬ 
icance of the state with economic and cultural considerations as well. 

This raises the final conceptual issue of political cultures of opposition 
and legitimation. These proved to be the maj or missing link in all the models 
of development and social change considered above. In this study, close 
attention was paid to the value orientations of the many social classes and 
groups active on both sides of movements for change, and proved invalu¬ 
able in imderstanding both the reasons for revolutionary outbreaks and the 
subsequent splits in the revolutionary coalitions. Political culture was 
shown to be crucial in mediating structural analysis with historical accounts 
of social movements. The legitimation problems of the dynasties which 
followed the Safavids were likewise a factor in their eventual failures to 
consolidate power in the long run. 

The major theoretical contribution of this study has been to effect a 
synthesis of these partial perspectives on development and social change. 
The reader will be the best judge of the success of this proj ect The following 
features of theoretical synthesis maybe noted: (1) the problem of integrating 
the dependency, world-systems, and modes of production perspectives to 
solve the puzzle of how internal and external dimensions of development 
and class formation can be elucidated; (2) the linking of these perspectives 
on development with considerations on the state and political cultures to 
construct a comprehensive framework for stud)dng social change; and (3) 
the model of revolution that this yielded in chapter nine as well as the 
general approach this suggests as to how social structure is related to social 
movements. 

Finally, mention may be made of a number of new concepts which have 
been constructed, more or less inductively, in the course of doing this work. 
Part one on the Safavid period generated the notions of intertwined polit¬ 
ical, economic, and ideological crises, and sectoral conflicts among elite 
contenders for power in pre-capitalist social formations. In the study of 
social movements in Qajar Iran, the concept of a stalemate of social forces 
(among state, social movements, foreign powers) was introduced to explain 
the 1921 coup d'etat, and a major conceptual innovation, the existence of an 
lurban, multi-class populist alliance, was arrived at to characterize the dy¬ 
namics of the Constitutional revolution. This concept was put to work again 
in part three on the Pahlavi era to shed light on Ae social movements of 
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1951-53, 1960-63, and 1977-79. It may prove useful in future research on 
social movements elsewhere in place and time, reposing as it does in large 
measure on the greater anal)dic precision generated by the modes of pro¬ 
duction approach to social structure. A secondary conceptual line of argu¬ 
ment for the 1925-79 period was in terms of successive compressions of social 
forces imder strong centralizing states from 1925 to 1941 and 1953 to 1977, 
followed by explosions of social forces when the world-system permitted 
and internal contradictions built up in 1941-53 and 1977-79. All of these 
concepts served us as middle-range hemistic devices for ordering historical 
materials, and while they were arrived at for the most part inductively 
through empirical analysis, they can alternatively be accounted for in terms 
of the theoretical perspectives employed. 

In conclusion, this study has represented an attempt to illuminate Ira nian 
history in sociological perspective as a sequence or series oi fragile attempts 
at social change—repeated mass movements which have ended either in 
foreign intervention, or, in the case of the 1978 revolution, in foreign war 
and internal repression. Homa Katouzian concluded his 1979 study with 
the words: "It is to be hoped that for once, after centuries, the dialectic of 
Iranian history will yield a progressive synthesis."^ Unfortunately, the 
promise of those days has not yet come to pass, and remains only a hope. 
Iran's history, we have argued, offers little guarantee of a progressive 
outcome, orJy the likelihood of further courageous attempts at change. 


Notes 


1. See Victoria E. Bonnell, ^^The Uses of Theory, Concepts and Comparisons in Historical 
Sociology," pp. 156-173 in Comparative Studies in Society and History, volume 22, number 2 (April 
1980), 164ff. 

2. These three strategies are discussed by Theda Skocpol, "Emerging Agendas and Recurrent 
Strate^es in Historical Sociology," pp. 356-391 in Theda Skocpol, editor. Vision and Method in 
Historical Sociology (Cambridge; Cambridge University Press, 1984). I have begun to test for 
causal regularities over parts of this period in two essays, "Modes of Production, European 
Impact and Social Change in the Pre-Capitalist Middle East and South Asia: A Comparative 
Survey of the Ottoman, Safavid and Mughal Empires from the Sixteenth to the Eighteenth 
Centuries," a paper presented at the meetings of the Middle East Studies Association, San 
Francisco (1985), and "Dependency and Resistance in the Middle East: 1800-1925," a paper 
presented at the meetings of the International Political Science Association, Buenos Aires, 
Argentina (1991). 

3. See Theda Skocpol and Margaret Somers, "The Uses of Comparative History in Macroso¬ 
cial Inquiry," pp. 174-197 in Comparatwe Studies in Society and History, volume 22, number 2 (April 
1980), 196-97. 

4. This is the thrust of some of the best recent social theory, notably the work of Anthony 
Giddens on structuration: see his The Constitution of Society. Outline of the Theory of Structuration 
(Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1984). 
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5. Though at times of more open democratic struggle, such as 1905-11 and 1951-53, we 
analyzed the state as consisting of several institutions (royal family, army, bureaucracy, and 
majlis) whose relationship with other social forces and each other determined in large measure 
the outcomes of social movements. 

6. Katouzian, The Political Economy, 182. 
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